


© 2005 The Guilford Press
A Division of Guilford Publications, Inc.
72 Spring Street, New York, NY 10012
www.guilford.com

All rights reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced, translated, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, microfilming, recording,
or otherwise, without written permission from the Publisher.

Printed in the United States of America

This book is printed on acid-free paper.

Last digit is print number: 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Kirkpatrick, Lee A., 1958–
Attachment, evolution, and the psychology of religion / Lee A. Kirkpatrick.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 1-59385-088-3

1. Psychology, Religious. 2. Attachment behavior. 3. Evolutionary
psychology. I. Title.

BL53.K56 2005
200’.1’9—dc22 2004013003



About the Author

Lee A. Kirkpatrick, PhD, is Associate Professor and Director of Gradu-
ate Studies in Psychology at the College of William and Mary in Vir-
ginia. He has published numerous research articles and book chapters on
topics related to adult attachment, the psychology of religion, and evolu-
tionary psychology.

v



Preface

Between these covers lie, in effect, two different but related books.
The first—at least in the sequence I have chosen here—presents an

application of attachment theory to the psychology of religion. Since its
introduction by John Bowlby, Mary Ainsworth, and others in the 1960s
and 1970s, attachment theory has become a dominant force in develop-
mental psychology and other subdisciplines of social, personality, and
clinical psychology. I argue that the theory provides a powerful frame-
work for approaching the psychology of religion as well. In the first part
of the book I show how a diversity of research findings from the psychol-
ogy of religion can be organized and interpreted in attachment terms,
and review the rapidly growing body of empirical research that has been
motivated by, and tests hypotheses derived from, an attachment perspec-
tive.

Although attachment theory is, in my opinion, considerably deeper
and broader than most other psychological theories of religion, it by no
means provides a comprehensive theory thereof. It seems particularly
well suited for understanding certain aspects of certain religions, such as
beliefs about, and perceived relationships with, the God of most varieties
of Christianity, but there is much more to religion than this. The second
half of the book thus presents a comprehensive theoretical framework for
the psychology of religion, within which attachment plays an important
but circumscribed role. Drawing upon the emerging paradigm of evolu-
tionary psychology, my thesis is that religion can be understood not as an
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instinct or adaptation designed by natural selection by virtue of survival
or reproduction benefits, but rather as a collection of by-products of nu-
merous specialized psychological systems that evolved over the course of
human history for other (i.e., nonreligious) functions. The attachment
system is, in this larger view, just one among many. A host of other
social-psychological systems can similarly be applied to the supernatu-
ral—systems related, for example, to social exchange (reciprocal altru-
ism), kinship relations, coalition formation and maintenance, intra-
sexual competition (for status, resources, and mates), and so forth—
which give rise to very different kinds of beliefs, expectations, and be-
havior in relation to God or the gods. For any particular religious phe-
nomenon of interest, I suggest, the theoretical task is one of identifying
the underlying mechanism involved and applying what we know about
the operation and function of that mechanism.

Of course, I hope that this volume will read not like two distinct
books but rather one coherently integrated one. Theoretically, the struc-
tural relationship is clear: It is a part-to-whole relation in which attach-
ment represents one component of the larger evolutionary metatheory—
one tree within the forest, so to speak. I have chosen here to focus on one
tree first, and then to zoom out for a perspective on the forest.

* * *
I am not a big fan of autobiographical book prefaces. Frankly, I am

not usually too interested in an author’s life history, and I don’t expect
readers to be especially interested in mine. However, readers might gain a
useful perspective on my views by understanding how I came to them,
particularly with respect to the way the book is organized and the se-
quence in which I develop the arguments.

As is probably true for many academics, my intellectual develop-
ment is largely the tale of a few great books. In my case, the first was
Richard Dawkins’s The Selfish Gene, which I read for a class in college not
long after it was first published in 1976. (Thank you, Chuck Shull.) This
was my first serious introduction to evolutionary theory, and it blew my
mind. The modern theory of evolution by natural selection, as brilliantly
explicated by Dawkins, struck me as an immensely elegant theory, beau-
tiful in its simplicity yet astonishingly deep and powerful. As a psychol-
ogy major, I naturally was intrigued by the book’s focus on the evolution
of behavior, but my excitement actually had little to do with that. In-
deed, I found it difficult, if not impossible, to map the ideas presented by
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Dawkins onto anything I was learning in psychology; the concepts, lan-
guage, and ways of thinking were so different that I could not begin to
imagine how they could be integrated meaningfully. I was hooked on
evolutionary theory, not so much as a foundation for psychology, but
more or less as an intellectual hobby. Over the next decade or so I read
numerous other books by Richard Dawkins, Stephen J. Gould, and oth-
ers. I also discovered and digested some of the early “pop sociobiology”
books that made various attempts (unlike Dawkins, for the most part) to
apply evolutionary thinking directly to human behavior. I found most of
these efforts at human sociobiology somehow unconvincing, though at
the time I was unable to put my finger on exactly why. Nevertheless, they
provided some intriguing hints that my separate interests in evolutionary
theory and psychology might some day come together.

At the University of Denver in the 1980s, attachment theory was
in the air. I was exposed to it in several different classes as a graduate
student, and everyone seemed to be talking about it in one context or
another. My fellow student and dear friend Cindy Hazan, along with
our shared adviser Phil Shaver, were busy working on what turned out
to be an enormously influential application of attachment theory to
romantic love. Attachment theory at this time struck me as plausible
and somewhat intriguing, but not significantly more so than any num-
ber of other major theories to which I was being exposed in social, per-
sonality, cognitive, and developmental psychology. However, this initial
assessment was based entirely on secondary sources. I still remember
the day that Cindy urged me to read Bowlby’s first volume of the At-
tachment and Loss trilogy, emphasizing that I could not properly appre-
ciate the theory otherwise. She was right. (Thank you, Cindy.) I found
Bowlby’s approach to the problem qualitatively different from, and far
more exciting than, anything else I was reading in psychology. He went
beyond explaining what the attachment system was and how it worked,
to explaining exactly why it was this way and not some other way. In
particular, he showed me for the first time how the ideas from evolu-
tionary theory could be applied convincingly to a problem in human
psychology, developing hypotheses about how we should expect human
psychology to be designed and examining them in light of multiple, di-
verse sources of data. I came away convinced not only that attachment
theory might be true, but that it virtually had to be true, in much the
same way as I had felt about the theory of natural selection based on
my reading of Dawkins a decade earlier.
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Denver also turned out to be the right place for someone interested
in the psychology of religion, mainly because of the presence of one of
the giants of the field, Bernard Spilka. I was familiar with a fair amount
of psychology of religion literature from my master’s thesis project at the
University of Texas at El Paso, and learned much more about it working
with Bernie and Phil Shaver. However, I found it troubling that little of
this research literature seemed directly connected to the rest of psychol-
ogy as I was coming to know it. The topic of religion almost never came
up in books or lectures in my graduate course work (as, I recalled, it had
not in my undergraduate courses), as if psychologists had no interest in
religion. At the same time, researchers in the psychology of religion were
only rarely drawing upon theoretical perspectives from the “mainstream”
of psychology, as if religion researchers had no interest in psychology.
This seemed like an absurd state of affairs to me, and the solution seemed
obvious: The psychology of religion needed to import theories from other
areas of psychology. Once I discovered Bowlby and attachment theory,
choosing a topic for my doctoral dissertation was a no-brainer. “Book
One” here (Chapters 1–8) reviews this research program as it has been
developed and extended by myself and other researchers over the last 15
years.

After finally settling at the College of William and Mary in the early
1990s, I continued to work on a variety of research problems in both
adult attachment and the psychology of religion. I was still enamored of
attachment theory, but it was clear that it was useful only for explaining
certain domains of human psychology and experience (both within and
outside of religion). However, I had yet to come across any other theory
in psychology that even began to approach the depth and breadth of
Bowlby’s ideas. Countless theories offered mainly descriptive accounts of
what people do and think, usually within some narrowly circumscribed
domain, and some of the particular situational or individual-difference
factors thought to underlie them. Unlike Bowlby, though, almost nobody
seemed very interested in asking deeper questions about why.

One day a graduate student named Martie Haselton came into my of-
fice and excitedly showed me a book she had just come across in the
university library, and asked if I had seen it. I had not. It was an edited
volume entitled The Adapted Mind, and she urged me to drop everything
and start reading it—particularly a now classic chapter by John Tooby and
Leda Cosmides that articulated in abundant detail everything that was
wrong with the social sciences, and offered a new paradigm called “evolu-
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tionary psychology” to fix it. (Thank you, Martie.) It took me a very long
time to get through that chapter, not so much because it was quite lengthy
but because I found that I could only read a dozen pages or so at a time with-
out taking a day off to fully consolidate and digest the arguments. When I
finally got to the end, I went back and read it again. It changed my whole
way of thinking about psychology. In particular, it showed me how to ap-
proach all areas of psychology in the same way that Bowlby had approached
attachment, and how to think about the place of attachment in the larger
scheme of things. Now, a dozen years later, an evolutionary perspective
pervades my thinking about everything.

* * *
When The Guilford Press first approached me about writing a book

on attachment theory and religion, I was already well on my way down
this evolutionary-psychology path. In particular, I had done a lot of
thinking about how my work on attachment theory and religion fit
within a broad evolutionary framework, and how this perspective pro-
vided a powerful, nonarbitrary basis for carving up the psychological
world of religion into functional parts or domains based on the evolu-
tionary logic of adaptive problems and adaptations. Ultimately we agreed
on the two-books-in-one approach.

Now that I’ve arrived at this more general evolutionary-psychological
model of religion, part of me wants to go back and rewrite the entire thing
in the opposite order. The general evolutionary framework for psychology
would come first, and specific theories about particular domains or aspects
of religion would be laid out subsequently. Attachment, in this scheme,
would be just one of many domain-specific aspects of the story, with no
privileged status above the others. The problem with this perfectly logical
organization is simply that I have much more to say about attachment than
the rest. Some day I hope that book-length treatments will develop more
fully the various other approaches that I outline only briefly in the latter
half of this book. In my more optimistic moments I can almost envision a
multivolume series entitled something like “The Evolutionary Psychology
of Religion,” in which one volume is subtitled “Attachment” and others
are subtitled “Coalitional Psychology,” “Social Exchange,” “Kinship,”
“Intrasexual Competition,” and so forth.

Nevertheless, I have decided to stick to an organization for the book
that follows my own intellectual evolution. I begin by describing the ap-
plication of attachment theory to religion, drawing upon both the psy-
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chology of religion literature and my own empirical research on the
topic. I then introduce evolutionary psychology as an emerging paradigm
for psychology and the social sciences, emphasizing how attachment the-
ory fits squarely within it. Finally, I introduce and briefly review a variety
of other psychological mechanisms and systems that I think explain
other aspects of religion. The book thus tells a story in an order that to
me is autobiographical. To readers uninterested in my autobiography, I
hope this organization will still make for a good story, perhaps offering
some sense of an unfolding mystery or drama—at least to the extent this
is possible given that I have already summarized the plot and given away
the ending.

* * *
I am grateful to Brandy Burkett, A. J. Figueredo, Pehr Granqvist,

Ray Paloutzian, Phillip R. Shaver, and Linda Zyzniewski for reading and
providing extensive comments on earlier drafts of the manuscript. I also
owe a special debt of gratitude to the University of Canterbury in New
Zealand for a generous Erskine Fellowship that allowed me to spend sev-
eral months on the other side of the planet, away from most other obliga-
tions and distractions, working feverishly on the book. Special thanks
also go to my friends Bruce Ellis and Garth Fletcher, for making this pos-
sible and being such gracious hosts while I was there, and to the College
of William and Mary for making special accommodations to allow me to
take that opportunity. Finally, I thank my editor, Jim Nageotte, for some-
how always knowing exactly how much support and guidance I needed—
never more and never less.
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ATTACHMENT, EVOLUTION, AND THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGIONIntroduction

C H A P T E R O N E

Introduction

Religion, broadly defined, might be the most thought- and written-about
topic in the history of human civilization. There are vast literatures de-

voted to religious beliefs, values, and practice—what people ought to be-
lieve and how they should live their lives as a consequence. Theologians
and spiritual leaders attempt to ascertain the mind of God or the gods. De-
votional literatures attempt to lead people to live satisfying and righteous
lives. Philosophers debate religion’s logic and values, sometimes endorsing
them and at other times tearing them down. Scholars in numerous fields
document the variety of religious beliefs around the world and across time,
in search of the elusive common thread running among them all. Social
scientists examine empirical and theoretical relationships between reli-
gious beliefs, behaviors, and practices and other dimensions of human ex-
perience at psychological and sociological levels of analysis.

Behind all of these diverse perspectives are agendas; everyone has
one. Wafting on the breeze blowing across this crowded territory is a sym-
phony of grinding axes. Strategically or inadvertently, writers seek to pro-
mote their own preferred version of religion, undermine others, somehow
integrate or reconcile seemingly disparate perspectives, or understand re-
ligious phenomena scientifically. This is all fine, so long as everyone is
clear about what their agendas are and do not mistake one for another.
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AN AMBITIOUS AGENDA

I too have an agenda. I believe that our goal should be: to formulate a sci-
entific, comprehensive, explanatory psychology of religion.

I have no delusions about fulfilling such an ambitious goal in this
book. Indeed, I doubt that anything like it will be achieved in my life-
time, much less within this (or any other single) volume. Nevertheless, I
think it is extremely important to articulate, here at the beginning, the
larger agenda to which this book is intended to contribute, for two
reasons.

First, I want to be entirely clear up front about the matter. There are
any number of goals one might have in approaching the study of psychol-
ogy and religion, and the agenda I have specified is just one among them.
As I will discuss shortly, divergent agendas in the psychology of religion
are often confused with one another, to the detriment of all concerned. I
am not going to offer any kind of defense of this agenda, but rather will
assume its value is self-evident. I am not suggesting that other agendas
are any less valid or valuable; I merely want to ensure that mine is not
confused with others.

Second, I maintain that we must be cognizant of our long-term goal
from the beginning in order to effectively develop a strategy for getting
there. We do not currently have a “scientific, comprehensive, explana-
tory psychology of religion”—this much seems beyond debate—but,
more important, I believe that the field is not currently on a path that
will lead us to one. Instead, the field is meandering aimlessly with no
clear direction. For reasons I will explain in this chapter, we must keep
our eyes on the prize from the beginning in order to reach it, starting
with a clearly identified goal.

Specifically, I contend that in order to eventually achieve a scien-
tific, comprehensive, explanatory psychology of religion, we must begin
with an outline—if only a preliminary, general one—of a large-scale
framework within which to organize research and theory. That is, we
need a rough sketch of what an eventual “big picture” might generally
look like so we can work toward it. Had the proverbial blind men known
in advance that they were investigating different parts of a large, terres-
trial mammal, the subsequent discussion of their observations would
have been infinitely more fruitful. The purpose of this book is, first, to
provide a preliminary sketch of such a framework, at a level of analysis
perhaps roughly equivalent to identifying the subject of investigation as
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“a large terrestrial mammal,” and, second, to describe one part of the ani-
mal in some detail. With such a framework in place, we will be in a posi-
tion to organize our observations according to what we know about large
terrestrial mammals, fitting our observations into meaningful categories
such as trunks, ears, and legs. In this sense I hope this book will provide
an impetus and direction for future research in the field.

In the following pages I explain, term by term, exactly what I mean
by a (1) scientific (2) comprehensive (3) explanatory (4) psychology of (5) re-
ligion, as well as describing some of the obstacles that stand in the way of
constructing one. In the second half of the chapter I then provide a brief
overview of my approach in this book, specifically regarding how it offers
a potential solution to these problems.

Scientific

By scientific, I refer to an approach that treats religion as a topic of inquiry
to be studied using empirical research methods and theories consistent
with those both within psychology and within the sciences more gener-
ally. Religion, like any other topic studied by social scientists, is taken to
refer to a suite of cognitive, emotional, physiological, social, and cultural
human phenomena to be described, understood, and explained in terms
of empirically testable theories and hypotheses. Irrespective of whether a
particular religious expression or belief is thought to be true or false, or
whether it is valued personally or socially as desirable or undesirable
(more follows on these issues), a scientific approach to religion should
ask the same kinds of questions it asks of any other human phenomenon.
How can it be described in terms of broader principles? How does it actu-
ally happen, that is, what kinds of enabling or disabling factors are in-
volved? Why does it occur, particularly relative to alternative beliefs or
expressions that might otherwise occur? What are the commonalities and
differences across individuals and groups, and across time within
individuals and groups, in terms of processes and cause?

Unfortunately, however, this scientific agenda for the psychology of
religion has long been conflated with other agendas with which it funda-
mentally has little in common, or with which it is strictly at odds. This is
perhaps more true in the psychology of religion than in the “psychology
of” virtually anything else. The term “psychology of religion” means
many things to many people, but only one meaning refers to the kind of
psychological science of religion I have in mind. These often-conflicting
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