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This paper will critically evaluate The Psychology of Religion and its contribution to the field of Religious Studies, up to the 21st Century. I intend to focus on three major scholars of significance in psychology and how it informs the scholarship within religious studies. These include Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), generally known as the father of psychoanalysis, Alfred Adler (1870-1937), who was one of the co-founders of the psychoanalytic movement, before leaving in 1911 to form his own independent school of psychotherapy and personality theory, he called Individual Psychology (IP), and Carl Jung (1875-1961), a Swiss Psychiatrist and psychoanalyst who was appointed as the first head of the International Psychoanalytical Association, before parting company with Freud, like Adler did before, because of their disagreements over the nature of the libido and religion. Jung went onto to establish analytical psychology.  It would be amiss of me not to mention the American philosopher and psychologist Williams James (1842-1910), who is known for his investigation of different forms of religious experience, and I will also explore his contribution to religious studies. 

Psychology itself is not a unified, monolithic discipline and since its inception more than 100 years ago by founders Wilhelm Wundt (1832-1920) and James has grown considerably into a much wider discipline of study. It has had to take into account social sciences such as anthropology, sociology, economics and philosophy, and consider the influential nature of these disciplines. 

Freud spoke of religion as ‘an illusion projected outward from the self and onto the external world out of the deep need to overcome our guilt or allay our fears’ (Pals, 2006: 72), a sign of humanity’s immaturity and desire for or need of a father image (God). Freud proposes that an organised community such as a church relies on a personal attachment to a leader like Jesus Christ, often with blind solidarity (2006: 63).  Freud views the practicing of religion as a “universal obsessive neurosis” (2006: 65, Freud, 1907, 9:126) and its beliefs as erroneous and superstitious, resembling mental illness (2006: 64).  Freud explains religion as a necessary guilt, and in an attempt to allay this feeling, and seek salvation and appeasement from the father (God), unconditional obedience is sought (2006:68), in the same way that we turn to a parental figure for reassurance in childhood. Freud describes this as wish-fulfilment (2006: 69-70) because as adults, we continue to crave that childhood security and thus, seek it in religion. 

Organized religion, as noted by Adler, did not always live up to its ideal and had been known to abuse its power (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1964: 279). Whereas, Freud views authoritarian religion as dysfunctional, which essentially alienates man from himself (Capps, 1995: 42), and that maturity is a sign of being guided by reason and science, not by superstition and faith (2006: 71). Freud likens religious belief to illness and symptomatic of the childhood of the human race and argues that the ‘real power of religions is to be found beyond their doctrines, in the deep psychological needs they fill and the unconscious emotions they express.’ (2006: 75)

On the other hand, Bergin and Payne (1997) suggest that the psychology of religion is simply a personality theory and that life events such as a spiritual awakening or religious conversion demonstrate examples of how one’s personality is changed. Human psychologist Erich Fromm (1900-1980) sees religion as a natural and necessary need, and is attained by filling an emotional hole left unsatisfied in childhood, as well as a sense of social belonging (Wulff, 1997). Mariana Torgovnick in her Counterpoint to Freud; ‘Gone Primitive: Savage Intellects, Modern Lives’ (Olson 2013: 368) refers to Freud’s absence of grief when his mother dies, which he applauds as the child’s ability to separate from his attachment figure as a “great cultural achievement.” Torgovnick wonders what impact this had on Freud’s thinking. In Civilisation and Its Discontents (trans. James Strachery, 1961), ‘Freud denies the mother’s body, brands it as something that the mature ego must leave behind’ (Olson 2013: 369) and in doing so, misses an important alternative direction. Freud’s view is that in order to become a civilised person, one must leave these primitive freedoms behind, as he has done. The author asks us to consider what differences there might be in father-centred psychoanalysis and relationships between men and women (2013: 370). Female sexuality is consigned to the primitive (2013: 368). Both Jung and Freud are accused by Naomi Goldenberg and Torgovnick (Olson, 2013) of being sexist and unscientific, but at least with Jung, religion is no longer regarded as a neurosis. 

According to Ivan Strenski (2006), psychotherapy is a ‘technology’ - not a science, and more like “art” or artistic endeavour. ‘If Freud did not see himself as an artist, he sought to “grasp his subject,” says Philip Rieff. Further: “Freud had not to quantify and measure, but rather to intuit, to interpret, and …to evaluate” (Rieff, 1979: 23). Eric J Sharpe in Comparative Religion (1986), agreeing with Mircea Eliade, suggests that Freud’s: 

profound dissatisfaction with the worn-out forms of historical Christianity and desire to violently rid himself of his forefather’ faith, accompanied by a strange sense of guilt, as if he himself had killed a God in whom he could not believe but whose absence he could not bear. 
(Eliade: Sharpe, 1986: 203)

Freud’s heir apparent, Jung, is more sympathetic to religion, and more concerned with symbolism and imagery, suggesting the idea of archetypes, found in our “collective unconscious”, as the basis of religious experience (Whaling, 1995: 261). Jung views religion, ‘not as a form of neurosis but as the healthy expression of true and deep humanity’ (Pals, 2006: 76). For Jung, the conscious and unconscious complimented one another and mental health was dependent on maintaining a balance between the two, recognising the control of the unconscious by the conscious (1986: 205). The process of recognition and acceptance, he calls “individuation” or the process of becoming whole (1986: 206). Jung uses symbols from the East such as the mandala to symbolise individuation and inward purpose (1986: 207). Religion, defined by Jung, is the “submission to higher powers other than ourselves” (Fromm, 1950: 17) for which Jung includes the unconscious as a religious experience. Jung believes that if a religion helps to develop consciousness, then it provides a positive path and ‘argued that an experience of the archetype of God was synonymous with the archetype of the self’ (Olson 2003:348-349). Both Victor Frankl (1905-1997) and Jung describe consciousness or transcendence as a form of spirituality that is associated positively with helping individuals find their path to a meaningful life. 

In Resurrecting the Body: Feminism, Religion, and Psychotherapy (Olson 2013), Goldenberg takes issue with Jung’s archetypal thinking. Goldenberg describes how Jung obscures his psychological difficulties in his autobiography, rather than how he was influenced by a ‘depressed, moody, irritable father and by an undependable mother who he says, often lied to him and spoke “to the surrounding air”’ (Olson 2013: 375), and wonders why Jung never considers how his feelings might be contingent on these family relationships. What immediately springs to mind, is an absent mother. She might be physically around, but Jung experiences her actions as lies: such fantasies, so abstract, they cannot be captured or interpreted in a concrete, rational way. Is this what prompted him to construct archetypal imagery? It was easier for Jung to escape his real feelings and render them invisible by mounting them in obscurity. Goldenberg believes, Jung’s theories of archetypes simply encourages us to settle for mystification (2013: 378). 

Both Goldenberg and Torgovnick critique these earlier psychologists of religion by raising issues of sexism and racism. Goldenberg goes as far to say that ‘Jung’s white, male, bourgeois, Swiss Protestant vision of women, blacks, and Jews’ reduces them to ‘women are essentially this, blacks are basically that, and Jews are what I say they are.’ (2013:377). 

Whereas, our third scholar, Adler and his Individual Psychology (IP), proposed the theory that we strive for perfection to compensate for our inferiority complex and this is a representation of God, who is the ultimate depiction of perfection (Sweeney, 1998: 2). Adler was a great advocate of social interest or community feeling (Gemeinschaftsgefuhl), the concept of which is ‘indicative of one’s relationship to the entire cosmos’ (Slavik et al, 2006: 114). This social interest was a form of ‘loving thy neighbour,’ which Adler believed led to social interaction, cooperation and healing, aspirations usually promoted by the religious to embody what the church represented. God or the divine ‘are the essence of the energy or consciousness in the universe’ (Sweeney, 1998: 82). According to Adler, unlike science, God motivates people to act. (Adler, 1933).  

Adler liaised with Lutheran Minister Ernest Jahn and in 1933 published Religion and Individual Psychology, later translated into English by Heinz and Roweena Ansbacher (1964). In sharp contrast to Freud’s view of religion as a group neurosis, Adler wrote, ‘The best conception hitherto gained for the elevation of humanity is the idea of God’ (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1964:  278). This ‘striving for power’ as a theoretical model was a deciding factor that led to Adler’s separation from Freud, who instead advances a sexual drive theory. Adler states that ‘probably the strongest and most significant step towards the preservation and perfection of mankind was taken when man accomplished his unification with god as the goal of redemption from all evil’ (1964: 279). Adler believes that religion, with its roots in inferiority can benefit mankind and is therefore, psychologically helpful in human development.

According to Steve Slavik and Jon Carlson, Adler’s psychology was religious in nature because ‘he was trying to answer ultimate questions of an eternal nature’ (2006: 116). Slavik et al refer to Confucianism as an example of a religion permeated with the concept of social interest and empathy. Adler and Confucius have much in common with one another, as both advocated the development of social interest via an educational system (2006: 117). Similarly, James Croake et al (1980) believe there are significant parallels between the Buddhist idea of compassion and Gemeinschaftsgefuhl. The phenomenon that Adler labelled Gemeinschaftsgefuhl, is according to Slavik et al, bigger than psychology, deeper than philosophy and is there, at or near the core of human consciousness (2006:427). As Harold Mosak (1991) says, ‘it is, in any case, not something that can be possessed. Gemeinschaftsgefuhl is ontological. It can, however, be phenomenologically discovered and explored’ (2006: 429). Abraham Maslow (1908-1970), later uses the term Gemeinschaftsgefuhl to help describe his own theory of self-actualisation.

Furthermore, Adler suggests that the underlying principles of IP may be a part of the underlying human drive towards religion. If social interest brings a person to religion and has the ability to provide goal direction; IP may be an alternative personal identification to religion. (1964: 279). According to Individual psychologists Guy Manaster and Raymond Corsini (1982), religion provides “a total philosophy of life” that “attempts to establish a view of humanity” and “regulate human behaviour” (1982:64). However, Albert Reissner (1959) suggests that psychotherapy and religion serve a similar outcome and states that religion and psychology have “separate identities that supplement each other” (1959:167). Whereas, Alexander Muller (1992) asserts that humans are “spiritually oriented” (1992:23). Muller describes this as a ‘connectedness with creation, to unite with all creatures’ (1992: 28). From Muller’s perspective, spirituality is connection and social interest. Thus, the love and connection to others is surely the ultimate goal of IP and religion?

In addition to Freud, Jung and Adler, another influential psychologist of that era was William James. James was interested in the psychological treatment of consciousness and saw religion as a means of ‘radical transformation of one’s existence’ to create a new way of life (Olson 2013: 349). In his analysis of religion, James deducted that a true religious experience led to changes in ethical behaviour and it is the experience of the individual that is the ultimate source of knowledge (Nelson, 2011). James argues that individual experiences and ideas are the primary sources for religion, social change and development, which James sometimes refers to as “mystical states of consciousness,” whereas sources of doctrine, dogma and ritual he considers secondary influences.  Charles Taylor states in Varieties of Religion Today (2003), that James ‘has no use for collective connections through sacraments or ways of life’ (2003: 58).  James believes it is our “gut instinct” that informs us there is something more. Critics of James point out that he makes no explicit reference to African American religion, yet he frequently considers Eastern religions. Susan Thistlethwaite in Settled Issues and Neglected Questions: How is Religion to be Studied? (Olson 2013) suggests race is present as a powerful backdrop in his work on the “healthy-mindedness” and the “sick soul”, ‘dominated by emotion and a consciousness of sin and evil’ (2013: 392). Thistlethwaite refers to Toni Morrison’s metaphor of darkness as descriptive of the “sick soul” that frequently appears in James’ chapter on “The Sick Soul.” She sees this as evidence of using race to refer to and disguise ‘forces, events, classes, and expressions of social decay and economic division far more threatening to the body politic than biological “race” ever was.’ Given these metaphorical interpretations, Thistlethwaite wonders whether we can study religion “freely” (2013:392)?
By the 1960’s, Psychology of Religion is no longer the prerogative of depth psychology. It is now under the scrutiny of humanistic and the emerging field of transpersonal psychology, more democratic than psychoanalysis and emphasising greater freedom of choice, something Adler, who is a feminist, originally promoted. Psychologists such as Maslow, Rollo May, Carl Rogers and Erik Erickson open up new possibilities in the psychological study of religion (Whaling, 2006). Inspired by Maslow, Stanislav Grof co-founder of transpersonal psychology, developed and researched the use of mind altering substances, and with his wife Christina invented Holotropic Breathwork to access greater states of consciousness (Grof, 2012). The term ‘transpersonal,’ first used by James and later by Jung and Robert Assagioli (1888-1974), the founder of Psychosynthesis held various connotations, but all refer to spiritual experiences of one sort or another. Assagioli reminds us that ‘The balancing of opposite qualities in the field of emotions and sentiments needs the help of a superior regulating principle of a mental and spiritual nature’ (Begg, 1999: 170). A similar theme runs through transpersonal psychology and can be witnessed in Grof’s holotropic workshops, where willing participants are encouraged to use art and alternative methods of expression to experience a direct connection to the numinous, and thereby seek self-healing by use of their mystic experience and development of absolute consciousness (Paper, 2004: 60).
In conclusion, I hope I have been able to critically evaluate how the Psychology of Religion and its major scholars have contributed to the religious studies field. There is criticism from some academic quarters that Psychology of Religion lacks a unified theory and there is clear evidence of religious, gender and race bias (Spilka et al, 2003).  Critics, such as Spilka et al accuse the Psychology of Religious movement of ignoring many Eastern religions and using a Judeo-Christian approach. Whereas Reich (1993) proposes that a unified theory would address the social, biological, and psychological contexts of religious interaction.
So what does the future hold? Feminist theories are beginning to come to the forefront as psychoanalysis attracts a fresh perspective in the light of feminist arguments. For example, the psychoanalysis of sexuality is one topic that feminism can help to shed further light on, especially when interwoven from a religious perspective. Closely related to feminism, is the ecology movement, that stresses no part of the ecosystem is separate from Mother Earth or the Goddess (2013: 433). Goldenberg suggests ‘that which has been repressed is now returning’ (2013: 434). There is significant movement towards working in a more culturally sensitive way, recognising balance and harmony, symbolic of Yin and Yang, a Taoism concept. Thus, the tiny light that Freud originally shone on the unconscious is now no longer so small. Psychology is unlikely to replace religion, but clearly religious experience is on the rise as individuals seek their own personal connection to God. The Psychology of Religion will, I have no doubt, be reflected under these new disciplines and like Jung’s Mandela, everything will come full circle.  
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