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Death and Religion in Psychological Theory:
The Attachment Theory of Religion

Ilja MUSULIN

Attachment Theory (AT) is an extremely influential psychological theory of development and
personality and in the past two decades scholars working within this theoretical framework have made a
significant contribution to the study of religion.

This paper examines their notion of religion and the way they view the meaning and importance of
attitudes towards death for the formation and maintenance of religious beliefs.

The paper first gives an outline of the AT and its application to religion, and then examines how
death has been linked to religiosity in this theoretical approach. Finally, the author offers a critique of the
concept of religion in this theory, its scope and its limited approach to attitudes towards death.

The author concludes that Attachment Theory of religion in its attempt to portray gods as ideal
attachment figures overtly relies on contemporary Christian images of a loving and caring god and
excessively emphasizes the anxiety buffering function of religion, thereby failing to fully capitalize on its
potential and provide an effective explanation for the existence of other religious concepts and
relationships and the anxiety-provoking aspect of religious belief. The paper also concludes that AT’s
approach to death, which centers on separation anxiety, bereavement and coping with loss, although very
valuable, does not seem to be helpful in terms of explaining religious images of the dead as angry,

threatening and evil, or simply passive.
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