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“I want to travel as far as I can go,

I want to reach the joy that's in my soul,

And change the limitations that I know,

And feel my mind and spirit grow.

I want to live, exist, 'to be',

And hear the truths inside of me."​[1]
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“Health is a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” ​[2]

Is Islam a healthy religion? Is there such a thing as a healthy religion? According to Sigmund Freud, no. He considered every form of organized religion to be a collective neurosis; a lifeline for those who are psychologically unable to stand on their own two feet.

In his view, worshipping a divine father is a projection: the believer projects his “infantile” need for an all-wise father figure onto an imaginary divine father, according to Freud.

He believed that true maturity requires this projection to be withdrawn, because only people who think and act independently are truly religious, as they make full use of their abilities.

Freud published a notorious book on this subject in 1927: "The Future of an Illusion," referring to religion. His writing style is rather long-winded, so I will quote Erich Fromm on that book. He expressed Freud's view in "Psychoanalysis and Religion" as follows:

"According to Freud, truth and freedom are interdependent. When man gives up his illusion of a fatherly God, when he faces his loneliness and insignificance in the universe, he will be like a child who has left his father's house."

"But it is precisely the goal of human development to overcome this infantile fixation. Man must educate himself to face reality openly. When he knows that he has nothing to rely on but his own strength, he will learn to use it well."

"Only the free man who has freed himself from authority—an authority that threatens and protects—can use his reason and gain an objective grasp of the world and his role in it; without illusion, but with the ability to develop and use the capacities that lie dormant within him."

"Only when we grow into adulthood and no longer remain dependent on authority and fearful children can we dare to think for ourselves. But the reverse is also true: only when we dare to think can we free ourselves from domination by authority."

"Freud's view is of great importance. Although only indirectly, it reflects his own conception of religious experience, namely as an experience of independence and awareness of one's own power." ​[3]​

Carl Gustav Jung, a former friend of Freud's, had a fundamentally different view of religion. In his book Psychology and Religion, he writes the following:

"Religion is undeniably one of the earliest and most universal expressions of the human soul. It is therefore understandable that any form of psychology concerned with the psychological structure of the human personality must at least take into account that religion is not only a sociological or historical phenomenon, but also an important personal issue for a large number of people.” ​[4]

Jung himself was not religious in the traditional sense, but he recognized the function that religion has for many people and did not look down on it, as Freud did. 

Jung did believe that religion should not be a dogmatic straitjacket but a helping hand; a flexible tool that grows with the personal development of the individual believer. In this way, religion serves the believer and he does not become a slave to his religion. 

Jung argued that religion can even have a therapeutic function in this way. The goal of life is not perfection, but wholeness. Jung understood wholeness not only as the healing of psychological damage, but also as the process by which a person develops into a unique, integrated personality by recognizing, accepting, and balancing conscious and unconscious aspects of themselves.

Healing is part of becoming whole. Theoretically, people can heal from trauma without becoming whole, but they cannot become whole without healing. Given enough time, some wounds heal on their own, but self-realization never happens automatically. Jung called this process of becoming whole through self-realization individuation: the process in which a person becomes the human being they have the potential to be.

For readers who are curious about Jung's work, I recommend reading his autobiography: "Memories, Dreams, Reflections." This is Jung's most accessible book and an introduction to his work. 

Religion can help someone become the person they have the potential to be, provided that religion does not espouse harmful ideas and practices. 

A striking example of this is a controversial book, "Hulpeloos maar schuldig" (Helpless but Guilty)​[5] , written by Aleid Schilder, a Dutch psychologist with a Calvinistic upbringing. In her book, she describes how the Calvinistic Church makes believers depressed. That church teaches that believers are sinners until death and incapable of doing any good. Good deeds do not help them, because they are depraved anyway and destined to end up in hell. Like me, Schilder also quotes from Erich Fromm's  "Psychoanalysis and Religion." The book caused quite a stir in the Calvinistic brotherhood.

Does Calvinistic doctrine make Christianity an unhealthy religion? No, but Calvinistic doctrine is unhealthy, there is no doubt about that. Every major religion has multiple denominations, some healthier than others, and some downright harmful. 

A healthy religion stimulates and helps believers to become the people they have the potential to be; an unhealthy religion hinders or blocks that. 

It is therefore better for a person to have no religion than an unhealthy one. Without religion, people will still develop, but with an unhealthy religion, that development is frustrated or even completely blocked. 

​Criticism of the unhealthy aspects of different religions is necessary because there are universal criteria for mental health and human dignity that are not (and should not be) open to debate. 

Religions are not a license to harm people's mental health; on the contrary, a religion should promote the mental health of believers. A religion that does not do so is not worthy of emulation. 

In the first part of this book, I identify general characteristics of mental health, healthy believers, and healthy religions. In the second part, I discuss Islam. 

The big question is: does Islam promote the mental health of Muslims? Is Islam a beneficial religion and does it support the Jungian process of healing and wholeness, or does it hinder it and is it primarily a Freudian collective neurosis? 

Does Islam help believers to become the people they have the potential to be, or does it hinder that? 

In short: Is Islam a healthy religion?

Many people wonder about this, both Muslims and non-Muslims.

They are entitled to an honest answer.

"In general, cultural behavior and unspoken beliefs change long before people dare to openly say that times have changed."​[6]

Sources

Personal experience

For the first 25 years of my life, I was an orthodox Christian, but then I discovered the work of Erich Fromm. His work was a revelation because he wrote about the same themes as in church, but in a way I was not used to; with an intellectual depth and clarity that was unknown to me. Fromm brought me out of my intellectual stupor and put me back on solid ground. Unfortunately, I was already in my thirties by then and had missed many opportunities to make something of my life. Religion has brought me good things, but it has also greatly slowed my development. I will say more about this at the end of this book. 

Literature

I am a social psychologist—just like Erich Fromm—and that field of study provided me with a great deal of useful knowledge. I also studied a lot of literature on the psychology of religion. This knowledge, together with my religious upbringing, forms the foundation of this book. Without that knowledge and experience, I would never have been able to write it. The quotations in this book come from my personal library. See the bibliography.

Digital sources

In addition to the literature, I have used digital sources (ChatGPT). That may sound cheap, but this tool is a supplement to my knowledge and not the basis. The trick is to ask the right questions, and that is only possible with the right frame of reference. 

Relevance

This book does not claim to be a scientific publication. It is a personal line of thought about the characteristics of mental health, applied to religion, in this case Islam. 

Many people believe that religion is a subject that should not be studied. From that perspective, divine revelations are beyond doubt. Others find religion a vague subject and therefore uninteresting. 

One is entitled to this opinion, but psychologists study human behavior, including group behavior and the functioning of social systems, including organizations and religions. A religion is a social system and believers exhibit behavior. That is very concrete. 

This research is therefore not about whether Islam is the true doctrine or not, but about Islam as a social system and its effect on the mental health and behavior of Muslims. Great minds such as Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung preceded us.

"If the psychologist wants to remain scientific, he must not take into account the claims of any creed that claims to possess the only and eternal truth. He must focus on the human side of the religious problem, because he is concerned with religious experience, without taking into account what the creeds have said about it later." ​[7]

Note: Wherever "he" is used in this book, "she" can of course also be read.
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"Healthy people are extremely independent. They are not 'nest dwellers' and although they may be very fond of their family and very devoted to them, they believe that independence should take precedence over dependence in all relationships." ​[8]

The 10 criteria for a healthy religion did not just come out of thin air, because they are – obviously – based on the characteristics of mental health in general.

The health of a religion can therefore – thank God – be assessed using social scientific knowledge that is beyond dispute.

Universal standards for mental health are:

1. Autonomy

"Human beings are ultimately free and independent. It is not true that human beings simply exist; they constantly decide for themselves, minute by minute, what their lives will be like and what they will become." ​[9]

Autonomy is the ability and freedom of the individual to make independent choices based on their own values, beliefs, and judgments and to take responsibility for their own life, without unhealthy and excessive dependence on external authorities or a constant need for approval from others.

In the literature on stress, autonomy is seen as one of the most important requirements for reducing stress. Less autonomy means less control, and that is stressful, because healthy people naturally want more control, not less.

A religion that limits autonomy therefore causes stress. This is sad, because humanity invented religion to reduce stress, not to increase it.

"People strive to exercise control over their environment and thereby gain control over their lives. In short, their efforts are aimed at
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