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Introduction

Probably the strongest influence in our lives is the family
we grew up in. Our birth order, the personality’s of our
parent(s), the way we were treated by our siblings, the socio-
economic status of the family, their education, the place we
lived all of these shaped us at the time when we were most
vulnerable to being shaped. Besides these tacit influences,
our parents taught us all the basics of proper behaviour. Of
the four important influences on personality: identification,
ordinal position, social class, and parental socialization-
identification is the most important. By six years of age,
children assume that some of the characteristics of their
parents belong to them and they experience vicariously the
emotion that is appropriate to the parent’s experience. The
process of attachment to parents and their style of parenting
has great significance to personality development, optimal
functioning and wellbeing. Depending on the degree of early
parenting styles and their responsiveness, humans live with
basically secure or insecure attachments later in life.
Attachment and parenting styles profoundly influence human
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relationships throughout life, including aspects of religion.
Throughout its history, the Catholic Church has regarded
the family as the most influential factor in shaping and
nurturing the faith of each generation. Within the family,
parents are considered to be the first and primary educators
of the faith, well being and development of their children.!
John Paul II says that, they possess a fundamental
competence in this area: they are educators because they
are parents.? Research in the field of psychology of religion
has validated to a great extent this hypothesis that early
secure attachment with the primary caregiver and
authoritative parenting style in turn enhances optimum
functioning in all relationships, as well as one’s religious
expressions of attachment to God.

Cognitive and Social Emotional Proesses

Many anthropologists and other scholars in varying
disciplines consider the ability to consciously process
information as the defining human characteristic. Thus
investment in the field of cognition has for a long time
dominated developmental psychology with cognitive processes®
being viewed as quite separate to social emotional processes.*
No doubt cognitive processes have received considerably more
attention than social emotional processes. However in recent
times, studies in neuro-behavioural and social-emotional
development has amalgamated previously incongruent factors®
and has understood that social emotional processes which
was formerly overshadowed by cognition is an exciting, rapidly
expanding area of research.® These developments in science
have provided us with hope that we are moving towards a
time, when we will more fully understand the
interdependence of nature and nurture.” With the emergence
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of research in the field of neuroplasticity, it is understood
that brains are more well-equipped for change, and more at
risk from the impact of the social environment, than was
previously thought.® Today brain is thought of as a social organ
that is developed through our social and emotional experiences
with significant others, and moreover social emotional
experiences influence the development of a young brain.® This
has led to conclude that our emotional connectedness with
others is significant both to the mental and physical health.!°
The swiftly escalating field of neuroscience is constantly
highlighting the importance of human relations. In this
framework, the relevance of parenting styles and attachment
theory for understanding social emotional relationships in
early childhood and consequences for development through
the lifespan was developed before the recent explosion of the
understanding of brain function.!!

Parenting Styles

The long concern of developmental psychology has been
to find out how parents impact child development. However,
finding the actual cause-and-effect links between specific
actions of parents and later behaviour of children is very
difficult. Some children raised in dramatically different
environments can later grow up to have remarkably similar
personalities. Conversely, children who share a home and
are raised in the same environment can grow up to have
astonishingly different personalities. Despite these challenges,
researchers have uncovered convincing links between
parenting styles and the effects these styles have on children.
During the early 1960s, psychologist Diana Baumrind
conducted a study on more than 100 preschool-age children.!?
Using naturalistic observation,'® parental interviews and
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other research methods!* she identified four important
dimensions of parenting and suggested that the majority of
parents display one of three different parenting styles. Further
research suggested the addition of a fourth parenting style.'

1. Authoritative Parenting

An authoritative parenting style establishes rules and
guidelines that their children are expected to follow. It attempts
to direct the child’s activities but in a rational, issue-oriented
manner. It encourages verbal give and take, shares with the
child the reasoning behind the policy and solicits objections
when the child refuses to conform. Both expressive and
instrumental attributes, autonomous self-will and disciplined
conformity are valued. Firm control at points is exerted of
parent-child divergence, however the child is not hemmed
with restrictions.'® The authoritative parenting style affirms
the child’s present qualities, but also sets standards for future
conduct. It enforces its own perspective as an adult, but
recognizes the child’s individual interests and special ways.
By the use of reason, power, shaping by regime and
reinforcement to achieve the objectives authoritative parenting
attains the desired goal, but is also conscious not to regard
all the admonitions and corrections as infallible or divinely
inspired. This parenting style is more democratic in the sense,
authoritative parents are responsive to their children and
willing to listen to questions. When children fail to meet the
expectations, these parents are more nurturing and forgiving
rather than punishing. Baumrind suggests that these parents,

monitor and impart clear standards for their
children’s conduct. They are assertive, but not
intrusive and restrictive. Their disciplinary methods
are supportive, rather than punitive. They want
their children to be assertive as well as socially
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responsible, and self-regulated as well as
cooperative.!”

2. Authoritarian Parenting

In this style of parenting, children are expected to follow
the strict rules established by the parents. Failure to follow
such rules usually results in punishment. Authoritarian
parenting is a restrictive, punishment heavy parenting style
in which parents make their children follow their directions.
Authoritarian parenting style fails to explain the reasoning
behind these rules. If asked to explain, the parent might simply
reply, “Because I said so.” These parents have high demands,
but are not responsive to their children. The parents of this
style of parenting generally tell the child what to do, instead
of allowing the child to choose by him or herself.!® According
to Baumrind, these parents “are obedience and status-
oriented, and expect their orders to be obeyed without
explanation”.’® In short, authoritarian parenting involves low
parental responsiveness and high parental demand; the
parents tend to demand obedience without explanation and
focus on status.

3. Permissive Parenting

Permissive parents, sometimes referred to as indulgent
parents, have very few demands to make of their children.
These parents rarely discipline their children because they
have relatively low expectations of maturity and self-control.
According to Baumrind, permissive parents “are more
responsive than they are demanding. They are nontraditional
and lenient, do not require mature behaviour, allow
considerable self-regulation and avoid confrontation.”® They
are generally nurturing and communicative with their
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children, often taking on the status of a friend more than
that of a parent. They try to be friends with their child and
fail to play a parental role.”! They are likely to allow their
children to make their own decisions, giving them advice as
a friend would. The expectations of the child are very low and
hence there is little or no discipline. This type of parenting is
very lax, with few punishments or rules. Permissive parents
also tend to give their children whatever they want and hope
that they are appreciated for their accommodating style.?
Other permissive parents compensate for what they missed
as children, and as a result give their children both the
freedom and materials that they lacked in their childhood.?

4. Uninvolved Parenting

An uninvolved parenting style is characterized by few
demands, low responsiveness and little communication. The
uninvolved parents are low in warmth and control, are
generally not involved in their child’s life, are disengaged,
undemanding and do not set limits. Neglectful parenting can
also mean dismissing the children’s emotions and opinions.*
Parents are emotionally unsupportive of their children, but
will still provide their basic needs. However, they are generally
detached from their child’s life. In extreme cases, these
parents may even reject or neglect the needs of their
children.?

The Impact of Parenting Styles

What effect do these parenting styles have on child
development outcomes? Researchers have conducted
numerous studies that have led to a number of conclusions
about the impact of parenting styles on children.
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Authoritative parenting styles tend to result in children who
are happy, capable and successful. Children are more likely
to respond to authoritative parenting punishment because it
is reasonable and fair. A child knows why they are being
punished because an authoritative parent makes the reasons
known. As a result, children of authoritative parents are more
likely to be thriving, well liked by those around them, generous
and capable of self determination.2¢

Authoritarian parenting styles generally lead to children who
are obedient and proficient, but they rank lower in happiness,
social competence and self-esteem. They have less social
competence because the parent generally tells the child what
to do instead of allowing the child to choose by him or herself.
These children often suffer from depression and self blame.?’

Permissive parenting often results in children who rank
low in happiness and self-regulation. These children are more
likely to experience problems with authority and tend to
perform poorly in school. Children of permissive parenting
style were immature, more impulsive and irresponsible. As

adolescents they are likely to engage more in misconduct
such as drug use.?®

Uninvolved parenting styles rank lowest across all life
domains. These children tend to lack self-control, have low
self-esteem and are less competent than their peers. They
lack external structure and internal sense of discipline. They
are emotionally withdrawn from social situations and lack
external expression of love so as a result they try to get love
from whatever sources they can. This disturbed attachment
also impacts relationships later on in life. In adolescence,
they may show patterns of truancy and delinquency.?
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The advantages of authoritative parenting over other
styles has been due to the fact that children perceive their
parents’ requests as fair and reasonable and are more likely
to comply with the requests. Second, the children are more
likely to internalize (or accept as their own) the reasons for
behaving in a certain way and thus to achieve greater self-
control. In a world of working parents and makeshift day care,
the need to assess the impact of parenting styles and the
bond between child and caregiver is more urgent than ever.
In addition, to different parenting approaches the attachment
between a child and the primary care giver shows a new
understanding of how it impacts the behaviour and
relationship throughout a person’s life. More than an eye-
opening presentation of the fierce debates that have
transformed the way we think about human bonds, becoming
attached is also a voyage of personal discovery.*® In order to
create a cohesive approach to parenting, it is essential that
parents learn to integrate and combine attachment styles to
their unique parenting styles.

Attachment Theory

The first months of the child’s presence in the mother’s
womb bring about a particular bond.?! Attachment theory
originated as an explanation of the bond that exists between
an infant and the primary caregiver, typically the mother.*
Konrad Lorenz, a prominent ethologist noticed in the 1950’s
that in some species of birds, strong bonds between mother
and offspring was very apparent. Later, John Bowlby, a
psychoanalyst and psychiatrist drew on Lorenz’s work in
addition to that of Renee Spitz who was looking at the ill
effects of maternal deprivation and finally published his theory
of attachment.?®® In this work, he alluded to the apparent fact
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that in the countryside, animals with young, tended to stay
together (lambs and ewes, ducklings and ducks, foals and
mares, calves and cows etc.) and that this behaviour obviously
serves a purpose. He postulated that this purpose was based
on a two way security function, i.e., the mother looking out for
their young and the young seeking solace and safety in this
mothering approach/bonding. Extrapolating on this idea, he
hypothesised that young children similarly will seek physical
proximity to a recognised carer in order to experience this
same felt security. Once in this framework the child can
continue their normal exploration of the world around them.
Thus the concept of ‘Attachment Theory’ was born, despite
the fact that this is very possibly how all animals have operated
since the origins of time.

A large body of research supports the concepts inherent
to attachment theory. The theory includes ideas from control
systems theory, cognitive psychology and learning theory, and
has steadily been used by social psychologists, and in research
in the field of the psychology of religion.3* Bowlby the pioneer
of attachment theory integrated insights from psychoanalysis,
ethology, evolution, cognitive psychology, and child development
to understand the bonding between the infant and its
caregiver.*® This bond not only is important for general well
being® but also functions as a template for all relationships
across the lifespan.?” As early as infancy, children can
mentally represent their attachment figures and construct
ideas and expectations for relationships with both these
original figures and others. Bowlby called this the internal
working model of attachment. Attachment in infancy is
conceptualized as distinct but integrated behaviours that are
exhibited by the infant in response to the caregiver’s
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behaviours. Bowlby conceptualized attachment as a behaviour
system which serves the biological function for the infant
and develops during fixed periods for each species.

Characteristics of Attachment Relations

The four major characteristics of attachment relations
are maintenance of proximity to attachment object; distress upon
separation from the attachment figure; approach towards
attachment figure when there is external threat (safe haven);
and exploration of external environment when the attachment
figure is available (secure base).*®

Maintenance of proximity describes the physical closeness
of infants to their caregiver. Distress upon separation refers
to the unwillingness to separate from the caregiver, which is
translated through behaviours such as crying. Child’s secure
base describes an attachment figure as a foundation from
which the child tries to explore the environment and seek
out non-attachment related pursuits. Related to the secure
base phenomenon is the idea of an attachment figure being a
safe haven because of representations of the attachment bond.
Representing an attachment figure as a safe haven,
consequently, means that the infant goes to the caregiver
when distressed or in need of comfort or support, thus using
the attachment figure as a secure base.* Since, Bowlby’s
papers on Attachment Theory were published, many
practitioners have put his theories to the test through action

research approaches.

Strange Situation
Ainsworth, who worked with Bowlby at the Tavistock

Clinic in London, extended the theory. She developed what is
known today as the “Strange Situation”,*® which is an
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assessment tool of attachment styles for infants and young
children.*! In the Strange Situation, the infant and mother
interact, generally in some form of play, and the infant is
allowed to explore the surroundings.*? The mother then leaves
the room and the infant is alone. At this point, in most cases,
a non-familiar adult enters. Following this, there is a reunion
of mother and infant. Observing each point of change in the
Strange Situation helped explain the security of the infant
involved by looking at the levels of stress and comfort that the
infant and mother exhibit. One major outcome of this
experiment was that Bowlby’s hypothesis, i.e., that children
under stress will automatically seek physical proximity to a
primary caregiver was found to be flawed in that children fell
into one of three specific categories with regards their
responses and reactions to the primary caregiver re-entering
their immediate world. Thus children were classified in three
categories according to their behaviours during reunion
episodes: secure, anxious-avoidant and anxious-ambivalent.

Secure Attachment:*> Secure according to the Oxford
Dictionary means “feeling no care or apprehension”.+
Securely attached infants appeared comfortable playing in
this new setting. This group of children approached their
primary caregiver in varying degrees which appeared to be
dependent on their own levels of stress to the primary
caregiver’s absence. An infant who is securely attached to
its primary caregiver (or other familiar caregiver) will explore
freely while the caregiver is present, typically engages with
strangers, is often visibly upset when the caregiver departs,
but immediately reconnected and comforted when she came
back.* The extent of exploration and of distress are affected
by the child’s temperamental make-up and by situational
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factors as well as by attachment status, however. A child’s
attachment is largely influenced by their primary caregiver’s
sensitivity to their needs. Parents who consistently (or almost
always) respond to their child’s needs will create securely
attached children. Such children are certain that their parents
will be responsive to their needs and communications.*® In
short, a secure infant seeks comfort from the caregiver
because of representations that the caregiver has been and
can be used as a secure base, and explores the environment

with ease.*’

Insecure Anxious Avoidant: Avoidant means “holding
aloof from”.* This group of children with the anxious-avoidant
insecure attachment style ignored their primary caregivers
irrespective of the levels of stress they appeared to be under
showing little or no emotion when the caregiver departed or
returned. The child did not explore very much regardless of
who was there.®® This pattern of behaviour often appears to
leave the child withdrawn, confused and uninvolved, so much
so, that they choose to seek isolation as a way of dealing with
their feelings of insecurity. It is also likely that this group of
children will not always show that they are feeling insecure
and therefore may look puzzled or confused in whatever role
they are performing. In short, an anxious-avoidant infant does
not show distress during the separation and upon reunion
with the caregiver avoids contact due to conflicting
representations of the caregiver.*

Insecure Ambivalent: Ambivalent means “contradictory
emotions towards the same person”.’! This group of children
were highly distressed when the caregiver departed. They
were generally ambivalent and displayed anger towards their
primary caregiver/s when they returned, sometimes hitting
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out, kicking, pulling at hair and clothes etc. They generally
displayed insecurity when experiencing fear and sought
reassurance to the point of resisting being comforted yet at
the same time clinging on to the primary caregiver.5? It is
this group of individuals who will challenge in order to seek
reassurance and- in doing so will engage in testing out
behaviour. An anxious-ambivalent infant seeks the comfort of
the caregiver, yet is not soothed upon rell_nion.53

Insecure Disorganised: Later, a fourth classification was
added by Ainsworth’s colleague Mary Main and was labelled
. as insecure disorganised. In this fourth category, children
would make both avoidant and resistant behaviours, rapidly
alternating between the two, often appearing dazed, confused,
bewildered and apathetic. In the Strange Situation, the
attachment system is expected to be activated by the
departure and return of the caregiver. If the behaviour of the
infant does not appear to the observer to be coordinated in a
- smooth way across episodes to achieve either proximity or
some relative proximity with the caregiver, then it is
considered disorganized as it indicates a disruption or flooding
of the attachment system (e.g., by fear). Infant behaviours in
the Strange Situation- Protocol coded as disorganised/
disoriented include overt displays of fear, contradictory
behaviours or affects occurring simultaneously or sequentially,
stereotypic, asymmetric, misdirected or jerky movements, or
freezing and apparent dissociation®*. |

Long term, stable, sensitive care is best, but not always
possible. It is important to understand that the various
attachment styles are adaptive. This is not a matter of right
or wrong. For example, when the avoidantly attached child
turns away from the mother, it may be to avoid hostile
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treatment.5 Infants make these adaptations in an effort to
survive in their environment. Therefore, the function of
attachment is fundamental for the species to survive, actually

“fear and distress, activate the attachment system”.>®

Religion and Attachment Theory

“Likewise, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad
tree bears bad fruit” (Mt 7:17). “Make a tree good and its fruit
will be good, or make a tree bad and its fruit will be bad, for a |
tree is recognized by its fruit” (Mt 12:33). The mother, even
before giving birth, does not only give shape to the child’s
body, but also, in an indirect way, to the child’s whole |
personality.’” A securely attached adult capable of |
encouraging positive feelings in the child will help to influence
that child in developing a positive image of God and to initiate |

a child-God relationship.5® Children who like or identify with | -

or have a close relationship with their parents are more likely
to adopt their attitudes. Identification is a psychological process

whereby the subject assimilates an aspect, property, or |

attribute of the other and is transformed, wholly or partially, |
by the model the other provides. It is by means of a series of |
identifications that the personality is constituted and specified.
During this process of identification children adopt
unconsciously the characteristics of their parents and begin
to associate themselves with and copy the behaviour of their
parents. Freud remarked that identification should be
distinguished from imitation, which is a voluntary and
conscious act. Because of this process of emotional attachment

a child will develop a (super)ego that has similarities to the
moral values and guidelines by which the parents live their
lives. By this process children become a great deal like their
parents and this facilitates learning to live in the world and |
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culture to which they are born.*® Erickson found that the

religiosity of children was a joint effect of parental religiosity
and identification with the parents.®

Outcomes of Attaf:hmgnt and Parenting Styles

Being rated as securely attached combined with an
authoritative parenting style could bring about immense
positive outcomes in both infants and éhj;glren. Some of the
positive outcomes include: a) responding ifl-'.a_'{{ndte flexible
way when placed in a frustrating situation, b) seeking help
from adults and God more appropriately, c) showing more
persistence and enthusiasm in problem solving situations, d)
showing greater competence in interaction with peers, e)
showing greater understanding of both self’s and other’s
emotions, and f) placing trust and confidence in the power of
God.°! Further studies have shown that young children who
have a secure attachment system tend to be more self-reliant,
more empathic and less hostile with their peers and at the
same time, more co-operative with adults than those who do
not have a secure attachment system to live their life by.
Generally, securely attached children remain securely
attached in adulthood, at least in the absence of extremely
adverse life situations. Securely attached children as well as
securely attached adults enjoy life more easily, and are
usually more happily adjusted to their own culture.62

Research suggests that it is considered ideal for all
individuals during their early formative years, to establish an
attachment system through which they can explore the world
around them in a degree of safety and security from external
harm. Thus people reporting secure attachments with parents
were more likely to report religious beliefs in adulthood more
consistent with those of their parents, that is, they were
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religious if parents were religious.® Thus it is obvious that
securely attached people perceived God as a secure base and
showed greater tolerance towards Christian ‘groups who
differed from their own. They experienced more peace and did "
not find their religious experience distressing. It was very
unlikely that they would break their connection to God.%
While securely attached individuals are better able to cope
with negative emotion, and are less likely to develop post-
traumatic stress after trauma.®

Formation of God Representations

It would be better for them to be thrown into the sea
with a millstone tied around their neck than to cause one of
these little ones to stumble (Cf. Lk17:2). What is involved in
raising children? In answering this question the Church gives
two fundamental truths: first, that the human being is called
to live in truth and love; and second, that everyone finds
fulfilment through the sincere gift of self. The person who
_gwes birth | begets has a genuine apostolate of raising the
_ " children® in the most appropriate and sincere way. Failure
to do this is a violation of the basic right of the child. The first
‘God representations are forming in children from about two
years of age.’” Children are able to conceive of God as more
than human, while often in a human form. A study that
analyzed drawings of God by children found that 87% of these
drawings showed God’s face and it was interpreted that
children saw God as “considerably more than human”.®® It
was also found that children felt closer to church-going
mothers and church-going mothers reported greater
satisfaction with offspring and life in general.®® In contrast,
disheartened, depressed mothers are correlated with less
religiosity in the child, possibly due to the home being low in
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hope and lacking a sense of satisfaction.”® A positive concept
of God in the child is mirrored in their experience in early
formative caregiver-child relationships. When the child
experiences interaction with the primary caregiver as conflict
prodﬁcing or rejecting, insecure attachment styles follow.”!
The safer the child felt with the parents, the more the child
identified with the standards that the parents represented.
While securely attached children slowly grew into a lifestyle
with similar values as their primary caregivers, the anxiously--
attached were more likely to report religious conversions of a
sudden nature.”

People with avgidant attachment individuals and those
formed by authOritarian, parenting styles may well become
- those labelled as dysfunctionate, a loner or a social isolate,
operating daily in a modicum of fear and despair. When
stressed they are less likely to seek “spiritual comfort”® and
are more likely to see ‘God as controlling.” It is also found
that among people who have an avoidant attachment style
there are also more agnostics.’”> Anxious ambivalent people
combined by the formation of permissive and uninvolved
parenting styles are more likely to experience emotional
fluctuations, showing greater likelihood to convert to another
‘religion or to turn away from spirituality.’® Those who
underwent sudden conversions have narrated about unhappy
childhoods, stressful adolescence, problems with mental
health, or drug dependency.” Normally, the population that
experienced sudden conversions had greater insecurity with
both mothers and fathers.” Research suggests that the
fathers of the converts tend to be absent, passive to the point
of psychological unavailability or actively rejecting.” These
sudden conversions often seem reactive to a difficult life
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situation. In this way, a religious conversion is possibly a way
of feeling better and regulating emotion wherein they
experienced the relationship with God as renewing and
possessed in this new identity a newfound sense of love and

safety.8?

By fostering and exercising a tender and strong concern
for e\{ery child that comes into this world, the Church fulfils
a fundamental mission: for she is called upon to reveal and
put ?orward anew in history the example and the
' commandment of Christ the Lord, who placed the child at the

heart of the Kingdom of God: “Let the children come to me,
and do not hinder them; for to such belongs the kingdom of
.~ heaven”.8! Childhood attachment shapes concepts of God
through the very socializing process of forming emotional bonds
with significant others.®? In the years between early and
middle childhood, children’s aloofness from parents was in
inverse proportion to nearness to God.** A sharper focus on
God attachment occurs as children grow independent of their
primary care givers.®* When religion is a part of life from
early on, this influences prayer.?> People with attachment
styles other than avoidant may use meditative and
conversation prayer.?6 Securely attached children find
closeness comforting and stress reducing and are more likely
- t6 see God as caring, warm, comforting and accessible.®’

Conclusion

Acceptance, love, esteem, many-sided and united
material, emotional, educational and spiritual concern for
every child that comes into this world should always constitute
o a distiriptive, essential characteristic of all parents, in
patticular of the Christian parents: thus children, while they
are able to grow “in wisdom and in stature, and in favour
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with God and man,” (Cf. Lk 2:52) offer their own precious
contribution to building up the family community and even to
the sanctification of their parents.®® The availability and
responsiveness of an attachment figure, who serves alternately
as haven and a secure base, separation from whom would
cause considerable distress is a fundamental dynamic
underlying Christianity and many other theistic religions.
What infants understand cognitively and experience
affectively, profoundly influences later socialization and
spiritual expression. Parenting styles and attachment styles
inform human interactions at home, at school, with peers,
with life partners and with God at worship.®® The children’s
experiences of sensitive, accepting, supportive mothers and
fathers start a pathway of positive psychosocial development
for the child. Such experiences are rooted in the domains of
secure attachment as well as authoritative parenting styles
which in turn are likely to be carried forward to other close
and enduring relationships with others and God and healthy
self-reliance in the academic domain.

Dr Eugene Newman Joseph
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