Literature Review: Attachment theory and relationships with God.
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Attachment theory seeks to explain the developmental impact on a child of his/her relationship with the care-giver, such as a parent. The theory was not originally formulated about religion. 
Hypothetically, ‘attachment’ might be used to explain the nature of relationships for people with their God (‘Father’). An ‘attached’ person feels loved by the care-giver[footnoteRef:1]. Some research proposes that the love of God is similarly experienced[footnoteRef:2].    [1:  J. Bowlby, Attachment and Loss Volume 2: Separation Anxiety and Anger (New York: Basic Books, 1973), p202.
]  [2:  L. Kirkpatrick, ‘Attachment Theory and Religious Experience’, in Handbook of Religious Experience, ed. by R. Hood (Religious Education Press, Birmingham Alabama, 1995), pp446-475 (pp452-453).] 

After introducing literature about attachment theory and religion, debates are considered about the validity of attachment theory as a theory of religion. The literature review concludes that attachment theory identifies some, but not all, patterns of human interaction with God. Other approaches and further research are also needed.     
Attachment theory and religion. 
Attachment theory was originally formulated by John Bowlby (1907-1990C.E.)[footnoteRef:3], and has been subsequently developed, most prominently by Mary Ainsworth (1913-1999)[footnoteRef:4]. It is an ethological theory, proposing that children seek security from their main care-givers when feeling threatened[footnoteRef:5]. [3: 
 J. Bowlby, Attachment and Loss Volume 1 (London: Pimlico, 1969), pp. 371-375.
J. Bowlby, Attachment and Loss Volume 2.
J. Bowlby, The Making and Braking of Affectional Bonds (London, Tavistock Publications, 1979).
J. Bowlby A secure base: Parent-child attachment and healthy human development (New York: Basic Books, 1988).
I. Bretherton, ‘The roots and growing points of attachment theory’, in Attachment Across the Life Cycle, ed. by C. Murray Parkes, J. Stevenson-Hinde and P. Marris (London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 14-21.
J. Holmes, John Bowlby & Attachment Theory (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 67-84.
]  [4:  M. Ainsworth, M. Blehar, E. Waters and S. Wall Patterns of Attachment (Hilllsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 1978).]  [5:  L. Kirkpatrick, ‘Attachment Theory and Religious Experience’, p. 447. ] 

The literature about attachment and religion draws heavily on the concept of ‘attachment styles’. They consist of two broad categories describing a child’s response to distress: secure attachment (a child feels safe and comforted by the main care-giver); or insecure attachment (the child does not feel reassured by the care-giver’s response). As a child develops, and then in adulthood, according to the theory he/she replicates in other relationships the attachment style originally experienced with the primary care-giver.  Research has found positive correlations between an individual’s social attachment style and their relationship style with God[footnoteRef:6]. People with secure social attachments tend to feel more secure in their faith. Insecure social attachment types may correlate with so-called ‘spiritual instability’[footnoteRef:7].  [6:  Hall, T. and K. Edwards ‘The Spiritual Assessment Inventory: A theistic model and measure for assessing spiritual development’ Journal for the Scientiﬁc Study of Religion, Vol. 41 (2), 2002, pp 341–357.
T Clinton and J Straub, God Attachment Why you believe, act and feel the way you do about God (New York: Howard Books, 2010).
Flannelly, K. and K. Galek ‘Religion, Evolution, and Mental Health: Attachment Theory and ETAS Theory’ Journal of Religion and Health, Vol. 49 (3), 2010, pp. 337-350.
Granqvist, P. ‘Mental health and religion from an attachment viewpoint: overview with implications for future research’ Mental Health, Religion & Culture, Vol. 17 (8), 2014, pp.777-794.
Sandage, S., P. Jankowski, S. Crabtree, and M. Schweer, ‘Attachment to God, adult attachment, and spiritual pathology: mediator and moderator effects’, Mental Health, Religion& Culture, Vol. 18 (10), 2015, pp.795-809.]  [7:  Hall, T., T. Fujikawa, A. Halcrow, S. Hill and P. Delaney, H. ‘Attachment to God and implicit spirituality: Clarifying correspondence and compensation models’, Journal of Psychology & Theology, Vol. 37, 2009, pp 227–244.
] 

Prominent among researchers applying attachment theory to religious studies are Professors Lee Kirkpatrick[footnoteRef:8] and Pehr Granqvist[footnoteRef:9]. Their work includes conceptualising a so-called ‘compensation pathway’ in which some people with insecure social attachment styles might try to compensate by seeking a secure relationship with God[footnoteRef:10], for example through rapid conversion.  [8: Kirkpatrick, L. and P. Shaver, ‘Attachment Theory and Religion: Childhood Attachments, Religions Beliefs and Conversion’ Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 29 (3), 1990, pp. 315-334.
Kirkpatrick, L. Attachment, Evolution, and the Psychology of Religion (New York: Guilford, 2005).
Kirkpatrick, L. ‘An Attachment-Theory Approach Psychology of Religion’ The International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, Vol. 19, 2009, pp3-28.]  [9:  Granqvist, P. ‘Attachment and religiosity in adolescence: cross-cultural and longitudinal evaluations’ Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, Vol. 28 (2), 2002, pp260-270.
Granqvist, P. ‘Building a bridge between attachment and religious coping: tests of moderators and mediators’ Mental Health, Religion and Culture, Vol. 8, 2005, pp35-47. ]  [10:  Kirkpatrick, L. ‘A longitudinal study of changes in religious belief and behaviour as a function of individual differences in adult attachment style’, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 36, 1997 pp207-217.
Granqvist, P. ‘Religiousness and perceived childhood attachment: On the question of compensation or correspondence’ Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 37, 1998, pp350-367.] 

Overall, a substantial body of literature appears to apply attachment theory in order to better understand human relationships with God. 
Debates about attachment theory and religion.
Efficacy of the theory.
Whilst in the literature attachment theory is widely used, the literature recognises weaknesses. ‘Attachment style’ has traditionally been assessed by observing a distressed child’s interaction with their primary care-giver. Attachment also needs to be assessed over longer periods of time[footnoteRef:11]. Longitudinal studies[footnoteRef:12] and attachment style questionnaires are now often used. The questionnaires have been validated as effective, although the extent of this research may be limited[footnoteRef:13].  [11:  Field, T. ‘Attachment and separation in young children’, Annual Review of Psychology, Vol. 47, 2006, pp541-562 (p543).]  [12:  Kirkpatrick, 1997.]  [13:  Karantzas, G., J. Feeney and R. Wilkinson ‘Is less more? Confirmatory factor analysis of the Attachment Style Questionnaire’ Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, Vol. 27 (6), 2010, pp.749-780.] 

Peer relationships may need greater attention when considering human development[footnoteRef:14]. Perceptions of God interact with attachment styles. If God is presented by peers in the church community as punishing, this may for some people cause insecurity, and on occasion compensatory responses such as greater religiosity[footnoteRef:15].  [14:  J. Harris, The nurture assumption: why children turn out the way they do (London: Bloomsbury, 1999).]  [15: Kirkpatrick, ‘Attachment Theory and Religious Experience’, p461.] 

In summary, the literature about attachment theory helps to explain some, but not all, patterns of human interaction with God.  
Gender.
Some articles argue that gender differences do not affect attachment theory’s application to relationships with God[footnoteRef:16]. Other research is less certain. One example shows that men may pray less to God, if as a child they had an insecure relationship with their mother. There was no similar correlation with women[footnoteRef:17]. [16:  Bosworth, D. ‘Ancient Prayers and the Psychology of Religion: Deities as Parental Figures’ Journal of Biblical Literature, 134 (4), 2015, pp681-700 (p699).]  [17: Chou, H., J. Esplin and S. Ranquist, ’Childhood attachments to parents and frequency of prayer during the college years’ Mental Health, Religion & Culture, Vol. 16 (8), 2013, pp. 863-875 (p.869).] 

The role of gender in forming relationships with God needs further research, but some insights are found in the literature. Historically Bowlby focused on mothers as the main care-givers[footnoteRef:18]. In contemporary developmental psychology the role of ‘care-giver’ may refer to both fathers and mothers. God can also be understood as theologically both male and female, for example in the Catholic Church[footnoteRef:19]. However, God is partly understood through symbolism which in Western religions is dominated by male imagery[footnoteRef:20]. Attachment with feminine aspects of God may therefore be more distant, and some people may instead rely on conceptualisations of God being self-referenced, although this research so far is exploratory[footnoteRef:21]. [18: J. Bowlby, ‘Maternal Care and Mental Health’, Bulletin of the World Health Organization, Vol. 3 (3), 1951, pp 355–533.  ]  [19:  The Holy See, ‘Catechism of the Catholic Church’. http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__P17.HTM. [last accessed 02.12.17].]  [20:  Klopper, F. ‘Women, monotheism and the gender of God’ In die Skriflig, Vol. 36 (3), 2002, pp. 421-438. 
Gross, R. ‘Hindu Female Deities as a Resource for the Contemporary Rediscovery of the Goddess’ Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Vol. 46 (3), 1978, pp.269-291.]  [21:  Duane, F. and C. Edwards, ‘Attachment Theory and Concepts of God Parent Referencing Versus Self-Referencing’ SAGE OPEN.  October-December, 2014, p7.] 

Diversity
Attachment has been observed to occur across different cultures, as demonstrated by Mary Ainsworth[footnoteRef:22], although how care-givers respond to children varies[footnoteRef:23]. In contrast, the literature about attachment and religion primarily considers Christianity in Western societies. The literature is unclear whether attachment theory might assist in understanding religions where there is no deity, or the deity is not understood as a parent-figure. Kirkpatrick for example suggests attachment theory may not provide meaningful insights into Buddhism[footnoteRef:24]. An alternative view from within Buddhism interprets attachment theory as one of many paths[footnoteRef:25]. Further research is needed. [22:  M. Ainsworth, Infancy in Uganda (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1967).]  [23: Zreik, G., D. Oppenheim and A. Sagi-Schwartz ‘Infant Attachment and Maternal Sensitivity in the Arab Minority in Israel’ Child Development, Vol. 88 (4), 2017, pp.1338-1350.
Ghorbani, N., P. Watson, M. Omidbeiki, Z. Chen ‘Muslim attachments to God and the 'perfect man' (Ensān-e Kāmel): Relationships with religious orientation and psychological adjustment in Iran’ Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, Vol. 8 (4), 2016, pp.318-330.]  [24:  Kirkpatrick, Attachment, Evolution and the Psychology of Religion, p99.]  [25:  N. Komogata, ‘Attachment and Non-Attachment: Attachment Theory and Buddhism’ http://nobo.komagata.net/pub/Komagata09-Xtachment.html. [last accessed 30.11.17].] 

Alternative theories
Other psychological approaches, such cognitive theories, neuropsychology, social psychology[footnoteRef:26], cultural psychology[footnoteRef:27] and psychotherapy[footnoteRef:28], have tried to explain religious phenomena. Each approach might claim hegemony over others. For example, in psychotherapeutic literature Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) attacked religion and Carl Jung (1975-1961) defended it, but both engaged with the ‘unconscious’ as part of religious experience[footnoteRef:29]. By ignoring the unconscious, attachment theory has been accused of creating an imaginary construct known as ‘attachment’[footnoteRef:30].    [26:  Bernard Spilka and K. Ladd, The Psychology of Prayer. A Scientific Approach (London: The Guildford Press, 2013) pp23-38.]  [27:  Dueck, A. and A. Johnson ‘Cultural Psychology of Religion: Spiritual Transformation’, Pastoral Psychology, Vol. 65 (3), 2016, pp.299-329.]  [28:  D. Merkur, ‘Psychology of Religion’ in The Routledge Companion to The Study of Religion Second Edition ed. by J. Hinnells (London: Routledge, 2010) p231.
]  [29: M. Palmer, Freud and Jung on religion (London: New York: Routledge 1997).
]  [30: Siegfried, Z. ‘Attachment theory and psychoanalysis: Some remarks from an epistemological and from a Freudian viewpoint’ International Journal of Psychoanalysis,  Vol. 87, 2006, pp 1529-1548.] 

Analysis
Attachment theory potentially offers an account of how particular human experiences as a child may affect relationships with God. A secure attachment with a parent may enable in adulthood a trusting relationship with God.
However, debates continue in the literature. Attachment theory is an approach ‘borrowed’ from developmental psychology in which the theory, and how to apply it, are still evolving. Factors influencing relationships with God are more complex than those accounted for by attachment theory alone. Peer influences, gender and religious symbols also affect how we perceive and interact with God. The literature about attachment and religion mainly focuses on Christianity in Western societies. Attachment theory may be unable to offer an account of human experiences in some religions such as Buddhism. 
Overall, the literature about attachment theory offers helpful insights into how people relate to God, but its account is incomplete.  
One area for future research identified in the literature is whether attachment theory can be integrated with other theories. 
Whilst Kirkpatrick in 1995 referred to attachment theory as a psychodynamic theory[footnoteRef:31], he more recently has proposed that attachment theory is better understood as one part of evolutionary psychology[footnoteRef:32]. ‘Attachment’ may be understood as one of many processes in the evolution of our species’ ‘psychological architecture’, and religion may be understood as a ‘by-product’ of these evolutionary processes[footnoteRef:33]. [31: Kirkpatrick, ‘Attachment Theory and Religious Experience’, p447.]  [32:  Kirkpatrick ‘Attachment Theory and the Evolutionary Psychology of Religion’ International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, Vol. 22 (3), 2012, pp.231-242.]  [33:  Kirkpatrick, ‘Attachment Theory and the Evolutionary Psychology of Religion’, p.232.] 

Attachment theory is being combined with some other approaches. The concept of ‘mentalisation’ has developed from psychodynamic theories, especially those of Klein (1882-1960) and Bion (1897-1979), and through attachment theories[footnoteRef:34]. The term ‘mentalisation’ refers to the process whereby one person develops an understanding about what another person is thinking and feeling about the first person. Peter Fonagy (1952-present) is a prominent British researcher into child development, attachment theory and mentalisation[footnoteRef:35]. He describes how mentalisation (or lack of thereof) may inform a parent’s responses to a child[footnoteRef:36], which in turn influences the child’s mentalisation of what is in the parent’s mind, and so influences the development of the child’s attachment style. ‘Mentalising’ is a process with similarities to prayer[footnoteRef:37], in that a person in prayer mentally may seek to understand God’s thoughts and meanings, and by so doing forms a relationship with God. Further research is needed. [34:  Howe, D. The Emotionally Intelligent Social Worker (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p 169.]  [35: P. Fonagy, ‘Multiple voices versus meta-cognition. An attachment theory perspective’ in Attachment, Trauma and Multiplicity. Working with dissociative identity disorder ed. by V. Sinason (Hove: Brummer Routledge, 2002) p75.  ]  [36:  Howe, p169.]  [37:  H. Schaap-Jonker & J. Corveleyn, ‘Mentalizing and religion: a promising combination for psychology of religion, illustrated by the case of prayer’. Archive for the Psychology of Religion Vol. 36, 2014, pp 1-20.] 

In conclusion, attachment theory identifies some, but not all, patterns of human interaction with God. Further research is needed, particularly exploring how attachment theory might be combined with other theories to develop deeper understanding.      
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