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Prologue 

 
By the rivers of Babylon 

 
"By the rivers of Babylon,  

there we sat down and wept,  

when we remembered Zion"  

— Psalm 137:1 

 

Over a dozen centuries ago between 586–538 BCE, the Israelites were stranded in a 

foreign land far away from their loved ones and home country. They found themselves 

in a place called Babylon. The book of Psalms 137 suggests that they were quartered 

“by the rivers of Babylon”, a strange place, where they were brought as prisoners of 

war to serve their capturers - the Babylonians (the world power at that time) - and 

work in their galleys. The rivers of Babylon were a place of solitude and isolation, far 

away from the places of concourse in the city of Babylon. For four generations, Babylon 

represented a place of bondage for the Israelites, and the experience in this foreign 

place remains in the memories of present-day Jews. Though not in the form of ancient 

Babylon, the concept of Babylon is still used today and much relevant as a metaphor 

for describing foreign and isolated places where specific minority groups are held in 

systemic captivity, lacking access to the same opportunities and resources that are 

available to the natives of those places due to a range of socio-cultural barriers and 

racial inequities—social advantages and disparities that affect different races within a 

particular place. 

In this book, I draw on the concept of Babylon as an analogy to describe the 

experiences of the African diaspora, some of whom might have found themselves in 

foreign lands, “by the rivers of Babylon”, either through colonial or postcolonial 

migration at the hands of their colonial masters for reasons related to employment 

opportunities, study, or family, while others are compelled to flee due to war conflict, 

lack of opportunities, poor leadership, and internal politics. This is instructive for 

understanding the nature of the diaspora experience of people from the African 

continent who are dispersed across the globe, and some of whom are torn by the 

memories of their home countries and limited opportunities in a foreign land. In some 

ways, the lived experiences of the dispersed Israelite diasporas in Babylon may mirror 
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that of the dispersed African diasporas both past and present from the time of trans-

Atlantic slavery (colonial) to modern-day (post-colonial) migration to the West.  

Interestingly, one would have expected to see the ancient Israelites lose hold of 

their faith and belief in Jehovah God due to their captivity, especially considering how 

easy it is to throw in the towel when faced with life-altering challenges that question 

the core of our beliefs. On the contrary, historical accounts suggest that the torturous 

experience in the land of Babylon did not deter them nor throw the Israelites into 

despondency, rather it strengthened their faith and belief in the God of their 

forefathers. As they wept by the rivers of Babylon, they sang songs of praise and 

worshipped God in a foreign land despite the captivity and cruel bondage they were 

subjected to and endured. This narrative shows how difficulties experienced in foreign 

lands may be a springboard through which individuals may encounter God and 

experience more of God’s presence in their lives, in such a way that this connection 

serves as a safe haven to turn for protection and a secure base from which to draw 

courage and build resilience in a strange environment. Quite like the Israelites in 

Babylon, this book proposes that seeking or maintaining an attachment to God, or 

having an encounter with God, in a foreign land among people of the African diaspora, 

dispersed around the globe, is an important spiritual resource to which they may turn 

in times of difficulties and from which they draw strength and courage to explore 

opportunities and cope with the challenges of life in a host country. 

History shares the fate of once great and proud nations whose origin from 

indigenous territories now lies in a separate geographic locale due to involuntary mass 

dispersions. Most notably is the exile of the Israelites from Judea and the dispersion 

of Greeks after the fall of Constantinople in 29 May 1453. Other examples are the 

Transatlantic slave trade of Africans from central and western Africa that lasted for 

four centuries, the importation of Indians and Chinese people during the Coolie Trade, 

the mass emigration of Irish people during the Great Famine between 1845 and 1849, 

the exile of Circassians in the 19th century, and the present trend of voluntary 

immigration of people of African descent in search of a better life outside of their 

ancestral continent due to leadership failure, war-related forced displacement, and 

human rights violations. These past and present histories stir some emotions 

concerning the lives of those subjected, whether through voluntary or involuntary 

means, to such movements. One might ask, what were their lives like in the new abodes 
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and how did they develop their sense of place in a foreign land and coped with the 

great difficulties they faced?  

Indeed, living in a foreign land can be quite a lonely and difficult experience, 

one which might stir a deeper hunger for an enduring relationship with God as a 

protective attachment figure and father. This assumption is more of a personal 

experience for me as the author than it is a lived experience of a collective, thus serving 

as my motivation for this research. After having lived in foreign countries almost half 

of my life, I have come to realise that there is nothing much stronger than having a 

personal relationship with God, who nourishes our spirit to thrive in the journey of 

life—even to faraway lands. I have often found myself torn apart negotiating my 

African identity in foreign places. This often leaves me wrestling with an identity crisis 

and a global identity that mimics the different places that I have lived in and the 

cultures I have experienced. Most striking to me is the fact that I have been denied 

access to quite a few ‘good’ things and experienced many challenges in foreign lands 

because of and despite my background. These experiences drew me closer to God than 

I had expected, thus making me turn to God when I was in despair or discouraged to 

draw strength and boldly explore his purpose for my life in places he has planted me 

in. I feel most connected to God during my prayer time and in times when I study the 

holy scriptures. I believe that this is not an isolated experience; many other people of 

faith in my position have similar experiences. I am convinced that a sense of 

spirituality in the form of seeking and maintaining a healthy attachment with God does 

play a crucial role in strengthening engagement with a foreign place or in whatever 

might be seen as a modern day ‘Babylon’ to one. My personal experience as a dispersed 

person separated geographically and emotionally from home country and loved ones 

has led me to ask the question: How do dispersed people in general experience God in 

a foreign land?  

 In short, this book explores the possibility of the intersection between 

individual spirituality and place experiences in a foreign land and highlights the 

psychological mechanisms that influence such outcomes. Different historical, 

theoretical, and empirical narratives are used to demonstrate how this intersection can 

be a useful framework for understanding the complexities involved in experiencing 

God in foreign lands among dispersed populations.  
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 
Despite the growing literature on religion and place in social-anthropology and history 

of religions, little is known about how the intersection of religion and place can be 

interpreted from a psychological framework. This study aims to examine the 

theoretical and empirical links between religion and place among dispersed people. 

The overall scope of this book is to explore how people, geographically and emotionally 

separated from their home countries and loved ones, experience God in foreign lands 

where they dwell or settle. Historically, the book will draw insights from the narrated 

experiences of the Israelites in the land of Egypt and their journey through the 

wilderness, settling in several foreign lands, before establishing themselves in the land 

of Canaan (Martin, 2015). Of interest is how their journey through the wilderness of 

strange lands inspires a sense of spirituality and a national religious identity which 

shaped their very existence up to this day. More so, the book explores how the Judeo-

Christian historical underpinning, as well as the contemporary diasporic experiences 

of African migrants in Dutch Society, reveal how religious and place attachments are 

generally experienced among dispersed people, thus inspiring a paradigm shift in the 

understanding of the links between religion and place. Furthermore, empirical 

applications of the relationship between religion and place are drawn from the cross-

sectional data of African migrants (N=175) in Dutch society. The empirical data were 

used to assess the relationship between religion and place in terms of attachment to 

God and attachment to Dutch society respectively. Further analysis also examined the 

migration-related and socio-demographic determinants of religious and place 

experiences among African diasporas in Dutch society, and the potential moderating 

effects of these variables.  

Drawing broadly on insights from the adult attachment theoretical framework, 

this book offers alternative theoretical, historical, and empirical contributions to the 

analysis of the role of place in religion, or religion in place, as an addition to the 

growing literature on the psychological interpretation of religious behaviour and 

representations of God in contemporary life. In this study, both place and religion are 

discussed as objects of attachment and targets for proximity-seeking behaviour, 
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serving as havens of safety in the presence of danger and secure bases for individual 

growth. To establish how people-place experiences and aspects of religion meet the 

defining criteria of an attachment relationship, this study provides theoretical (e.g., 

biblio-historical and psychological perspectives) and empirical bases for positioning 

place and religion as significant objects of attachment for adults.  

 

Attachment, Religion, and Place  

In the last two decades, adult attachment behaviour has been theorised as largely part 

of the biological function of the internal working model of attachment in which seeking 

and maintaining proximity with an object of attachment is prioritised (Granqvist & 

Kirkpatrick, 2016; Counted, 2016b; Hall et al., 2009; Sim & Loh, 2003; Rowatt & 

Kirkpatrick, 2002; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). As an important subject central to 

most monotheistic religions (e.g., Christianity), attachment is prioritised by religious 

believers when maintaining a personal relationship with God. The attachment 

component in having a relationship with God connotes an idea that reiterates “the 

centrality of the emotion of love in people’s perceived relationships with God and in 

religious belief systems” (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016, p.918). This aspect of the 

attachment-religion framework affects how people evaluate and experience their 

spirituality in terms of developing positive attitudes toward God (Wood, Worthington, 

Exline, Yali, Aten, & McMinn, 2010), proximity to God, turning to God as a response 

to loss, perceiving God as a safe haven, a secure base (Counted, 2016a, 2016b; Sim & 

Loh, 2003; Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016), or even in terms of divine avoidance and 

having anxiety about God (Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002). Several studies (e.g. Beck & 

McDonald 2004, Wood et al. 2010, Sim & Loh 2003, Rowatt & Kirkpatrick 2002) 

suggest that relationship problems with close others within an environmental setting 

are related to faith development and attachment to God spirituality. Elsewhere 

(Counted & Miller, 2018; Counted, 2018c), I conceptualised this experience as a kind 

of ‘caregiving faith’ in which individuals emphasise the importance of needing care and 

emotional support in their faith experience, thus turning to God as a divine attachment 

figure. The attachment-religion framework examines how God fulfils the role of a 

surrogate attachment in terms of believer-God proximity through imaginary 

trajectories and when perceived as a safe haven in times of distress and a secure base 

for exploring the broader environment. 

8



Cicirelli (2004) proposed that adults may develop attachment bonds with a 

protective and invisible figure such as ‘God’, in a different way from children who are 

yet to develop mature cognitive capacities. Furthermore, exploration of a geographic 

place may take a somehow similar pattern, in that topical objects like environmental 

ensembles and people-in-place may fulfil the attachment relationship role in addition 

to, or instead of, God (Scannell & Gifford, 2014; Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5). This is largely the 

function of the maturational aspect of cognitive development in adults, which infants 

do not have (Luna et al. 2004). This maturation in terms of attachment to God and 

attachment to place is due to the increased cognitive ability among older children and 

adults in general when carrying out tasks which are usually immature during the early 

years of life such as processing speed (the time it takes a person to do a mental task), 

voluntary response suppression (the ability to filter out distracters in order to choose 

a course of action), and working memory (Hale, 1990; Diamond & Goldman-Rakic, 

1989; Fischer et al. 1997; Luna et al. 2004). These cognitive abilities enable them to 

maintain proximity with imaginary or visual religious and geographical objects by the 

mere knowledge of their whereabouts, with the aim of attaining a sense of felt security 

which appears to be the goal of adult attachment (Sroufe & Waters, 1977).  

 

Diaspora, Religion, and Place 

Over the past few decades, there has been an increasing amount of literature 

exploring the term “diaspora” for gaining deeper insight in the dynamics of 

relationship experiences with God in foreign lands among migrant populations (e.g., 

Adogame, 2013; Counted, Possamai, McAuliffe, Meade, 2018; Counted, 2018a; 

Counted, 2019; Ukah, 2016; Ter Haar, 2008, 2009; Vertovec, 2000). The phenomenon 

concerns decolonisation, increased immigration, global communication and mobility 

of dispersed populations. This also involves a whole range of transnational phenomena 

that encourage multi-local attachments, globalization, displacement, and settlement 

of people within and across countries (Cohen, 1999; Counted, 2019). Recently, many 

studies have appeared on diaspora religion and often deal with religious 

transnationalism and experiences in foreign countries where diasporic religion is 

presented as socio-cultural beliefs and practices for interacting with both micro-level 

and macro-level structures of transnationality and decolonization among dispersed 

communities (Adogame, 2013; Geertz, 1993; Schuler, 2008; Ukah, 2016; Ter Haar, 
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2008, 2009). My study builds on these to shed light on the links between religious and 

place experiences of people of the diaspora in a ‘foreign’ country.  

Place is an important term in understanding the role of religion in the diaspora, 

since geographical settings are central to the formation of diaspora religion, identity, 

and sense of belonging in host countries. In a conceptual analysis of diaspora religion 

elsewhere (Counted, 2019), I proposed five methodological frameworks through which 

to explore African diaspora religions. These frameworks are relevant to the broader 

discussion on dispersed people and includes the understanding of diaspora religion as 

(a) a network of support (e.g., Sabar, 2004; Adogame, 2004; Burgess, 2009; Knibbe, 

2009), (b) a transnational dynamic (e.g. Okyerefo, 2014; Knibbe, 2009, 2011; 

Adogame, 2008), (c) a platform for civic engagement and activism (e.g. Adogame, 

2004; Sabar, 2008;  Burgess, 2009), (d) the basis for developing place bonds and 

diaspora identity (e.g. Knibbe, 2009, 2011; Sabar, 2008), and (e) an experiential 

religion in the form of a relationship experience with the sacred (e.g. Sabar, 2004; Van 

Dijk, 1997). These frameworks give a broader understanding on the concept of 

diaspora religion in a new place of abode. Diaspora religion plays a vital role in forging 

diaspora identity and place bonds in foreign lands, encompassing noninstitutionalized 

aspects of religious activities and participation that resemble experiential religion 

involving having a sense of spirituality, attachment to God, self-transcendence, among 

other things (see Counted, 2019).  

The interplay of religion and place is prevalent among dispersed populations 

since their pilgrimage in foreign lands may often draw them into a relationship with 

the Divine (e.g. Counted, Possamai, McAuliffe, Meade, 2018; Counted & Watts, 2017; 

Counted, 2018a). This spiritual relationship becomes the source of their identity in the 

face of the uncertainty of the future (e.g.  Counted & Watts, 2017; Counted, Possamai, 

McAuliffe, Meade, 2018). According to Counted, Possamai et al. (2018), religious 

attachment plays a vital role in a diaspora context among dispersed populations who, 

though geographically separated from their homelands and loved ones, may turn to 

the Divine or a religious figure for direction, protection, and identity while navigating 

their new abode. Turning to God in the face of socio-cultural challenges (e.g., racism, 

marginalization, migrant-job mismatch, etc.) thus becomes a necessity for dispersed 

migrants to regain their sense of self and meaning in a world where they are perceived 

as ‘outsiders’ and ‘aliens’.  Developing a sense of identity or belonging in a foreign land 

may be dependent on the nature of the relationship that religiously attached 
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individuals have with the Divine, in such a way that they explore their new 

environment from the broader framework of their secure base with God. The Divine 

may also play a central role in their emotion regulation strategy since they are likely to 

turn to God for security and protection in moments of perceived dangers regarding 

their status as ‘immigrants’, ‘foreigners’, ‘aliens’, among other stereotypical labels that 

position dispersed people as ‘outsiders’. It is likely that members of the African 

diasporas, as well as most dispersed populations, turn to God or turn away from the 

Divine as their object of attachment, one assuring them a sense of hope and security 

as they navigate the challenges of migration. 

A recent report by CBS Netherlands Statistics (2016) expects about 0.5% growth 

in the estimated number of people in Dutch society (about 16.9 million as of 2015). 

Statistics Netherlands attributes this growth to the 202,647 migrants registered at a 

Dutch municipality within the past two decades, with an expected number of about 

20,000 newly arrived migrants each year (Netherlands Statistics, 2016). Other reports 

show that 1.3% of the inhabitants in the Netherlands comes from sub-Sahara Africa, 

thus a significant population mix from which to generate knowledge to inform policy 

and practice. Although the statistics on the migration of Africans to the Netherlands 

parallel with the growing trend on migration across other parts of western Europe (e.g., 

De Haas, 2008; Gemmeke, 2013; Van Hear, 1998), little is known about how African 

diasporas in these regions are experiencing their new place of abode as an object of 

attachment and the role their religion or spirituality plays as an attachment experience 

in the process of their settlement and integration, despite the increasingly anti-migrant 

climate across Europe (Gemmeke, 2013).  

The links between religion and place among dispersed people have great 

implication for migration, and the analytical potential of this relationship is yet to be 

fully realized (Mendoza & Moren-Alegret, 2012). Therefore, the migration experience 

of foreigners of African background to the Netherlands requires a closer look, such that 

one considers how this group of people develops their sense of place in Dutch society 

and maintains a relationship with God simultaneously. Religious experiences of 

African diasporas can be a complex phenomenon since they can be strongly influenced 

by culture (e.g., Dutch individualism vs. African collectivism), pre- and post-migration 

factors (e.g., immigration status, skilled vs. unskilled migrants), and settlement 

experiences (e.g., racism, discrimination and past and present biographies). Besides, 

studies looking at religious experiences of African diasporas rarely examine their place 
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attitudes or migration and socio-demographic factors influencing these experiences. 

Thus, in this book, I hope to address this gap by examining the theoretical and 

empirical links between religion and place among dispersed people.     

 

Research Questions and Aims 

Therefore, this study addresses the primary research question: “How can we 

theorize and operationalize the relationship between religious 

attachment and place in a diaspora context?” Essentially, I seek to understand 

how dispersed people experience God in a foreign land and the factors accounting for 

these experiences. This primary research question will be examined by investigating 

the following secondary questions:  

(a) how can we psychologically conceptualise the intersection between religion 

and place in a diaspora context? (see Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5, and 8) 

(b) how do migration and socio-demographic factors affect place attitudes in a 

diaspora context? (see Chapter 6)     

(c) which factors affect seeking and maintaining attachment to God in a 

diaspora context? (see Chapter 7)   

As a hook to streamline the various arguments and address the research 

objectives, this study draws on the colloquial expression, “Experiencing God in a 

Foreign Land,” and what it might mean historically, experientially, psychologically, 

and theoretically. Why would “experiencing” God in a foreign land matter? What could 

it mean to “experience” God? In the contemporary world, does the phrase even make 

sense as individuals are increasingly turning away from institutionalised religion and 

making their way in the world independent of their religious affiliation?  

This study is interdisciplinary in nature, exploring the relationship between 

concepts (attachment to God and place attachment) from two different fields: 

psychology of religion and environmental psychology. The study first aims to 

contribute to the attachment-religion framework in the psychology of religion, 

developed by Lee Kirkpatrick, and further strengthened by contributions from Pehr 

Granqvist. Second, the study will help in gaining insights into the dynamics of place 

among dispersed people, thus contributing to the fields of environmental psychology 

and place studies.  
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Definition of Terms  

Attachment to God. This term is used in this study to describe how 

individuals are drawn to a Divine entity as an attachment figure in times of distress, 

and for exploring their own identity and growth, through a personal relationship with 

God who is seen as wiser and stronger (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). Attachment to 

God is a main concept in the psychology of religion literature and is used 

interchangeably with the concept of religious attachment since people are also drawn 

to the idea of religion as an object of attachment. 

Place attachment. The concept of place attachment is used in the context of 

this study to refer to the positive emotional bond between an individual and a place 

(Low & Altman, 1992). However, there are instances of negative place attachment 

which can be symptomatic of psychopathology and the fear of losing one’s bond with 

a significant place through expressing protests (e.g., anti-migrant attitudes, nationalist 

ideas) and despair (Chapters 2 & 6; Counted, 2019). Place attachment is mostly 

influenced by people’s personal experiences.   

Dispersed people.  This term is used in this study to refer to diaspora 

populations scattered in a faraway geographical location where they are perceived as 

'outsiders' and non-natives. Migration, war conflicts, economic reasons, educational 

purposes, and employment opportunities can lead to the mass dispersions of a 

population. 

African diaspora.  This phrase is used in this study as a post-colonial 

construct referring to the networks and communities of Africans living in host 

countries through voluntary migration as opposed to the colonial definition of the 

concept in the context of trans-Atlantic slave trade (Diakite & Hucks, 2013; Knibbe, 

2009). The term ‘African migrants’ has been used interchangeably in this study with 

the phrase African diaspora.  

Religious transnationalism. The usage of the term religious 

transnationalism in this study focuses on religious experiences of dispersed people as 

they interact with their home countries from the diaspora and how their lived 

experience is shape by their personal relationship experience with God. Religious 

transnationalism refers to how religious practices and experiences in a host country 

interact with both micro-level and macro-level structures of migration and 

decolonization (Chapters 7 & 8; Geertz, 1993; Schuler, 2008).  
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Place. In this study, place is not just a physical space, but involves beliefs, 

emotions and commitments that individuals have toward a geographical setting. Place 

experiences are also conceptualised as affective, behavioural, and cognitive attitudes 

that the individual have toward a place (Chapter 3).  

Religion and/or Spirituality (RS). These two terms are used 

interchangeably in this study (though they differ significantly) to refer to how people 

are drawn to God as an attachment figure when in distress or explore their broader 

environment from the secure base of their relationship with God (Granqvist & 

Kirkpatrick, 2016). In other words, RS is conceptualised as a psychological 

phenomenon associated with subjective experiences, internal working models, and 

personal biographies. This definition is consistent with Watts (2017) observation of a 

shift in the definition of RS aspects of experiential and personal faith rather than its 

conservative and cultural expressions. Hence, this aspect of RS involves personality 

patterns, mental processes, emotional-cognitive representations of self, others, and 

the Divine, among other psychodynamic attributes.    

Place spirituality. This term is coined for the purposes of this study for 

exploring and explaining the intersection of religious and place attachment. It is used 

in this study to highlight the role of spirituality in a place or how one’s experiences in 

a place can shape their sense of connection to the sacred or a Divine entity (e.g., 

Chapters 4 & 5).  

   

Methodology  

Recognising that experiencing God can be an existential and relational 

phenomenon over time and space, I first explored the theoretical prospects of the links 

between religion and place from several theoretical lenses such as attachment theory, 

motivational systems theory, and the Judeo-Christian perspective. A biblical-

theological analysis and a literature review were employed in developing the 

theoretical links between religion and place, thus helping in critiquing, assessing, and 

summarising the body of literature in biblical history, adult attachment theory, and 

motivational systems theory exploring the links between religion and place. 

This was followed by empirical applications of the theories in a cross-sectional 

survey which was conducted between November 2015 and April 2016 to assess the 

nature of the relationship between spiritual connectedness and sense of place attitudes 

among people of the African diaspora in Northern and Western Netherlands. A 
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snowball sampling approach was employed for recruiting study participants from 

existing community structures through referrals by community leaders. Renzaho and 

colleagues (2006, 2009, 2014) conducted a series of studies in which the viability of 

using the snowball sampling technique was examined among migrants of African 

background. They recommended the snowball technique for research on African 

migrants because they are hard-to-reach population often excluded in mainstream 

research due to the difficulties associated with accessing them. This sample is referred 

to as a hard-to-reach migrant population because of the social constraints (e.g. 

language barriers, documentation, accessible contact information, etc) and 

characteristics (e.g. mobility, unwillingness to trust researchers) that hinder access to 

them. These challenges impair migrants’ willingness to partake in answering survey 

questions (Agadjanian & Zotoya, 2012). This can also be due to the lack of sampling 

frames available from existing registers and difficulties associated with reaching 

documented and undocumented migrants who are always on the move. As a result, it 

is almost impossible to obtain a representative probabilistic sample of migrants, 

especially since they are more mobile than natives (Reichel & Morales, 2017). The 

necessary contact information needed for identifying and contacting a representative 

sub-population of African migrants in the Netherlands was out of reach, thus making 

the population group a hard-to-reach population.  

Renzaho and colleagues (2006, 2009, 2014) concluded that African migrants 

may be reached and better represented in research only through recommendation 

from existing community leaders or structures. Snowball sampling enables the 

researcher to locate minority populations through such community referrals and is a 

much-needed technique for addressing the knowledge gap that cannot be generated 

by mainstream research. Before the data collection, I toured around Western and 

Northern regions of the Netherlands to participate in different cultural, student, and 

religious events organised by community leaders, most of whom have been in contact 

with me and have been informed about the study. Community leaders informed their 

people about the study, and a date for the data collection was arranged. On arrival at 

the community events, I was asked to explain the study to members of the community. 

They were told that the study was exploring how their relationship with God was 

related to their engagement with the Netherlands. Participants were asked to complete 

a questionnaire (Appendix A) containing demographic information, the Sense of Place 

Scale by Jorgensen and Stedman (2001), the Attachment to God Scale by Rowatt and 
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Kirkpatrick (2002), the Attachment to God Measure by Sim and Loh (2003) and the 

Attitudes toward God Scale by Wood et al. (2010). A total of 353 participants 

responded to the invitation (collecting copies of the surveys) to participate in the study, 

but only 175 participants returned their completed surveys either on the spot, face-to-

face, at another meeting, or via PostNL to my university mailbox/address. The 

participants for this study had been residents of cities in Northern (33.3%) and 

Western (66.7%) parts of the Netherlands. 58.9% of the participants have lived in the 

Netherlands for more than 5 years and 41.1% less than 5 years. Roughly half (52%) 

were female, and 81.9% of the total sample spoke Dutch or had a little knowledge of 

the language. 72.4% of the participants were aged between 18 to 45 years old with the 

remaining over 45. In the total sample, 56.3% had completed tertiary education 

(compared to 43.7% with high school or less education), 50.6% were married, 43.1% 

single, 6.3% either divorced, widowed, or separated. Most of the participants (94.2%) 

were Christian, while 3.5% Muslim, 1.2% African traditional religious followers, and 

1.2% identified their religion as other. 

Data analyses were conducted using STATA (version 13) and SPSS (version 23). 

Descriptive statistics were calculated to estimate the average mean scores of study 

variables and univariate, multivariate, and moderation analyses were calculated using 

various methods of regression analyses to estimate the relationship between religion 

and place variables in relation to migration and socio-demographic factors, with 

significance set at p<. 0.05. Before the preliminary analyses, I examined the themes 

theoretically and historically, covering existing literature in the field and exploring the 

possible theoretical links between religion and place.  

 

Thesis Outline 

Part I. Theoretical Background  

Part 1 provides a review of the literature on religion and place as objects of 

attachment, providing a background for the subsequent studies on the topic. Chapter 

2 explores the multidimensionality of people-place experiences and relationships, 

involving emotional attachment to the natural elements of a place (environmental 

ensemble or the place dimension), cognitive development in the form of place identity 

(genius loci or the person dimension), and behavioural commitment or dependence 

on activities and resources of a place (people-in-place or the process dimension). This 

perspective on place theory draws insights from environmental psychology (Scannell 
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& Gifford, 2010), place phenomenology (Seaman, 2012, 2014) and human geography 

(Low & Altman, 1992), sketching a multidimensional model of people-place 

relationship experiences. This multidimensional model was considered appropriate to 

engage in a discourse on place. This concept analysis aims at illuminating the meaning 

of place and the different “places” to which people are drawn, thus developing a holistic 

model for understanding the various attributes and perceptions of people-place 

relationships and experiences.  

Although place attachment is a notable feature of contemporary life, biblical 

accounts suggest that it is also an ancient phenomenon. For example, chapter 3 offers 

a biblical-historical perspective on the role of sacred spaces in religious life, by 

providing an account of place attachment in the bible and giving insight into the 

implications of approaching biblical settings in terms of place attachment theory 

(Counted & Watts, 2017). Place attachment theory, as a framework for examining 

people-place relationships in environmental psychology, was used to provide an 

additional psychological approach to interpreting biblical-historical events and how 

certain places in the bible have afforded certain attachment advantages to those drawn 

to them. This makes place attachment an important topic for a relational theology that 

affirms two key ideas: how God affects his creatures and how creatures affect God in 

space and time. In the Old Testament, place attachment can be seen in the identity and 

nation building of the Israelites, a dispersed people, who experienced God in several 

biblical places such as Mount Sinai, Canaan, and Jerusalem. Although the experiences 

of Jesus Christ in Galilee and Jerusalem provide a blueprint for place attachment in 

the New Testament, the understanding of place attachment among the New Testament 

Church and early Christians took a trans-spatial turn as an embodied phenomenon, 

suggesting that Christianity, to some extent, may transcend place attachment. 

Chapter 4 looks at the interplay of place and religion as significant objects in the 

lives of people. Place is theorized as people-place relationships while religion is 

discussed in terms of religious attachment aspects of the believer-God relationship. 

After exploring theories of place attachment and attachment to God, chapter 4 aims to 

integrate both theories in order to understand the shifting interplay between place and 

God as important objects of attachment in the lives of religious believers. This 

theoretical exploration led to the coining of ‘place spirituality’, a theoretical model for 

exploring the dynamics of relationship between place attachment and attachment-

religion connections (Chapter 4; Counted, 2018b; Counted & Watts, 2017). In asking 

17



the question "How do biological and psychological mechanisms influence religious 

behaviour in a place?", chapter 4 uses John Bowlby's attachment theory to examine 

place spirituality as the interplay of exploration of place and attachment to a religious 

figure. It is first argued that the experience of place spirituality can satisfy the criteria 

of an attachment relationship. Second, I propose that the maturation of attachment 

development due to increased cognitive abilities in adults can serve as the building 

block for developing place spirituality in which the individual is seen in a circular 

movement pattern to and from an object of attachment (e.g., place, God, etc.). Third, 

relational paradigms for understanding the shifting interplay of exploration of place 

and attachment to God are discussed, as is the theme of place spirituality.  

To further explore the intersection of place attachment and attachment to God, 

chapter 5 examines the extent to which the motivational systems theory of Lichtenberg 

(1988; 1989; 1998) can help us understand the depth of the relationship between 

religion and place. This chapter is a sequel to the previous chapter, and an attempt to 

look at the individual’s interaction with place and God using a psychoanalytic 

motivational systems approach. It argues that the interplay between the two concepts 

is based on two motivational drives: attachment-affiliation and exploratory-assertion. 

It is argued that these two drives enhance the perception of the object of attachment 

as either a safe haven for attachment affiliation or a secure base for exploration 

curiosity. Furthermore, this chapter draws on the ‘circle of security model’ developed 

by developmental psychologists Marvin, Cooper, Hoffman, and Powell (2002) to 

conceptualise the interplay between religion and place as ‘The circle of place 

spirituality’ (CoPS). CoPS is a supplementary attachment-religion model in which the 

behaviour of a religious believer is depicted in a circular pattern of movement that 

begins and ends with the object of attachment such as a place or a divine entity, serving 

the function of a surrogate attachment. Though the CoPS model has been critiqued in 

a recent publication by Brulin and Granqvist (2018), chapter 5 contends that the 

attachment and exploration motivational drives are the driving forces responsible for 

the engagement with objects of attachment and are the systems through which the 

interplay of the exploration and attachment drives can be adequately understood by 

the CoPS model. 
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Part II. Empirical Applications  

Part 2 reports on a cross-sectional survey with 175 African diaspora participants 

in the Netherlands and examines the nature of the relationships between place 

attachment and attachment to God in the context of the Dutch society using descriptive 

analyses, correlational analyses, and hierarchical multiple regression analyses. The 

participants for this study were residents of cities in Northern and Western parts of 

the Netherlands (33.3% and 66.7% respectively). 58.9% of the participants have lived 

in the Netherlands for more than 5 years and 41.1% less than 5 years. In terms of 

countries of origin, 36% were from Ghana, 20.6% Nigeria, 1.1% Burundi, 2.9% 

Cameroun, 2.3% Congo, 1.7% Eritrea, 0.6% Gambia, 1.7% Kenya, 0.6% Lesotho, 3.4% 

Sierra Leone, 2.3% South Africa, 0.6% Sudan, 2.3% Tanzania, 2.9% Uganda, 1.1% 

Zambia, 1.7% Zimbabwe, 0.6% Angola, 0.6 Botswana, and 17.1% did not identify their 

countries of birth or nationalities. Roughly half (52%) were female, and 81.9% of the 

total sample spoke Dutch or had a little knowledge of the language. 72.4% of the 

participants were aged between 18 to 45 years old with the remaining over 45. In the 

total sample, 56.3% had completed tertiary education (compared to 43.7% with high 

school or less education), 50.6% were married, 43.1% single, 6.3% either divorced, 

widowed, or separated. Most of the participants (94.2%) were Christian, while 3.5% 

Muslim, 1.2% African traditional religious followers, and 1.2% identified their religion 

as other. 

In other to further apply and explore the theoretical propositions offered in 

chapters 2 - 5, I examined the migration and socio-demographic factors associated 

with developing sense of place among a dispersed community in a post-colonial era: 

the African diaspora. This empirical study is reported on in chapter 6, showing 

migration and socio-demographic factors related to developing attachment towards a 

specific geographic setting among the African diaspora. African individuals within the 

Netherlands were recruited for this study. Results are carefully discussed in relation 

to the role of migration and demographic factors such as length of stay, region of 

residence, host country’s language proficiency, age differences, gender differences, 

region or country of origin, and educational background as potential predictors of 

people-place relationships among the African diaspora in Dutch society.  

Furthermore, the study reported on in chapter 7 was conducted to examine the 

nature of the relationship between negative place experiences and place attachment, 

as moderated by attachment to God. This empirical chapter addresses the question: 
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does religious attachment strengthen the effects of place attachment despite effects of 

negative place experiences among dispersed African people in Dutch society? This 

study is particularly relevant for understanding the empirical link between religion 

and place among the African diaspora in Dutch society, as it focuses on the role of 

spirituality in terms of attachment to God in promoting sense of place of a dispersed 

migrant group experiencing God, as their ultimate attachment figure, in a foreign land. 

Most importantly, the chapter examines the moderating effect of spirituality on the 

relationship between negative place experiences in and attachment to Dutch society. 

Several implications are discussed in this chapter in relation to why and how people of 

the African diaspora in Dutch society rely on God as their secure base.  

Finally, factors related to the relationship experiences with God in a foreign land 

were examined among the African diaspora in Dutch society. This study is reported on 

in chapter 8, arguing that African migrants are drawn to God to help them navigate 

the uncertainties of place change, though this form of religious attachment is predicted 

by region of residence and the interaction effects between length of stay and religious 

background. This perspective leads to conceptualising African transnational religion 

as experiential processes involving attachment behavioural patterns, encompassing 

non-institutionalized religious expressions. Thus, I examined the nature of migrants’ 

relationship experience with God as an attachment figure in relation to several 

predictors such as region of residence and length of stay in the Netherlands. Study 

results from the empirical chapters are carefully discussed, with much of the outcomes 

discussed in terms of the implications these could have for migration and social 

integration policies. 

 

Part III. Study Implications and General Discussion 

In chapter 9, I discuss the overall implications of the study findings and use 

Moore’s (2007) theory of parallel processes to synthesize the findings in relation to the 

psychological links between religious attachment and place attachment. This section 

of the book also provides a critical appraisal of the research project with reflections on 

some of the study findings and implications of what has been learned on the 

intersection of religion and place among dispersed people. The book concludes with 

an epilogue, more of a personal reflection, of what experiencing God in a foreign land 

meant to me as a dispersed African who has lived in foreign lands for over a decade of 

my adult life.   

20



Overview of thesis  

Chapter
s 

Title Aim Part 

1 Introduction This chapter introduces the 
scope, aims, methodology, and 
significance of the study. It also 
provides the theoretical 
background of the study. 

I 

2 Making Sense of Place 

Attachment: towards a 

holistic understanding of 

people-place relationships 

and experiences. 

 

This chapter reviews literature 
on place attachment, providing a 
multidimensional approach to 
exploring the concept of place in 
relation to affect (environmental 
attachment), behaviour 
(dependency on geographical 
events, activities, resources), and 
cognition (forming identity of a 
place). 

I 

3 Place Attachment in the 

Bible: A Judeo-Christian 

Historical Perspective. 

This chapter explores the 
concept of place attachment and 
its application in biblical history 
of the dispersed Israelites in 
relation to various significant 
places in the bible. 

I 

4 Place Spirituality: an 

attachment perspective. 

 

The chapter conceptualises the 
relationship between place and 
religion from an attachment 
perspective. 

I 

5 The Circle of Place 

Spirituality (CoPS): towards 

an attachment and 

exploration motivational 

systems approach in the 

psychology of religion. 

As a sequel to chapter 4, this 
chapter further examines the 
relationship between place and 
religion from the motivational 
systems theory developed by 
Joseph D. Lichtenberg. 

I 

6 Migration and socio-

demographic factors 

associated with sense of 

place attitudes of sub-

Saharan Africans in 

northern and western 

Netherlands. 

This chapter introduces the 
empirical part of the study by 
examining migration-related 
and socio-demographic 
determinants of place attitudes 
among African dispersed 
populations in Dutch society. 

II 

7 The role of spiritual This chapter explores the II 
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attachment in 

strengthening sense of place 

in a migration context: 

main and interactive effects 

relationship between place and 
religious attachment, 
hypothesizing that spirituality 
promotes sense of place and 
helps in managing the effects of 
negative place experiences 
among dispersed African 
populations in Dutch society.  

8 Length of Stay, Place of 

Residence, and Seeking 

Attachment to God in a 

Foreign Land: the 

moderating effect of 

religious background 

This chapter provides empirical 
support for understanding 
predictors of relationship 
experiences with God among 
African dispersed population in 
the Netherlands, and further 
analysed the interactive 
attributes of these predictors.   

II 

9 Place spirituality as parallel 
processes: re-evaluating the 
links between religion and 
place. 

This chapter provides a general 
discussion and synthesis of 
study findings, emphasizing the 
broader implications for the 
attachment-religion framework 
and the scholarly study of the 
psychology of religion. Further 
studies are also highlighted in 
comparison to study findings. 

III 

10 Epilogue. The Epilogue offers reflections 
on my personal pilgrimage as a 
migrant and the place of God in 
my life as an ultimate 
attachment figure in the 
uncertainty of being 
geographically separated from 
my home country all through my 
adult life.  

III 
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Chapter 2 

 

Making Sense of Place Attachment: Towards a 
holistic understanding of people-place 

relationships and experiences 

  

 

Abstract 

The article is an attempt to make sense of the different interdisciplinary perspectives 

associated with people’s attachment to places with a view to construct a holistic 

template for understanding people-place relationships and experiences. The author took 

note of the theoretical contributions of Jorgensen & Stedman (2001), Scannell & Gifford 

(2010), and Seamon (2012, 2014) to construct an integrative framework for 

understanding emotional links to places and people’s perception and experience of 

places. This was done with the intention of illuminating the meaning of place and the 

different “places” people get attached to. The paper concludes by incorporating different 

place frameworks with the intention of establishing a holistic model for understanding 

the different attributes and perceptions of people-place relationships and experiences. 

 

Introduction 

Attachment behaviours are rooted in the active internal working models developed 

during parent-child relationship interactions, which actively remain open to self-

regulation and are reflected in our social relationships with people and objects around 

us (cf. Bowlby 1988; Low & Altman, 1992; Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 1993; Pietromonaco 

& Feldman Barrett 2000; Hidalgo and Hernandez, 2001; Giuliani, 2003). Since 

attachment systems shape the attachment-related needs of an individual from ‘cradle to 

the grave’, environmental psychologist Morgan (2010) reasons that an attachment bond 
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to a place could be linked to attachment behaviours and internal working models that 

originate from early bonding experiences with parental attachment figures or caregivers. 

Hence, the parent-child interaction in the early developmental stages of attachment may 

have the capacity to shape an individual’s physiological needs for survival and emotional 

security in a social environment (Morgan, 2010), in a way that draws the individual 

closer to a “significant place”1 and to attachment structures/symbols in a place that has 

phenotypic resemblances of their parental attachment experiences. The nature of this 

attachment is determined by the needs the individual has that can be met by such 

places. 

Ultimately, children are biologically pre-programmed to form attachments with 

their caregivers or parental attachment figures because of the need to survive in a social 

environment (Bowlby, 1988).  This need for survival compels maintenance of proximity 

with an attachment figure that acts as a secure base for exploring the world. An infant-

caregiver relationship therefore acts as a prototype for all future social relationships and 

reflects the effect and meaning of maintaining a stable relationship with a familiar 

context with similar attachment advantage as that of the parent or caregiver, which 

might include but not remain limited to significant aspects of relationships with places 

(Kobak and Sceery, 1988). Therefore, making sense of a place as an affective world 

related to our past or present experience in relation to the place-roles, life-goals and 

affective needs we would love to explore could be an ideal way of looking at the meaning 

of place, as a way of exploring how our humanity is realized “in a world that is filled with 

significant places” (Relph, 1976, p.1).   

The author will be looking at the different interdisciplinary approaches coming 

from psychology, anthropology, sociology, human geography, and humanities, among 

others to explore the variety of significant places and the function such places fulfil in 

the lives of people. This paper will give an overview of the literature on place attachment 

whilst aiming at an integrated model and establishing attachment to significant ‘places’ 

as unique experiences, under ideal circumstances, that give meaning to life and provide 

                                                           
1 A “significant place” can be a residential environment (Fried, 1963), enclaves (Gans, 1962; Rivlin, 1987; 

Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 2000), compounds (Pellow, 1992), sacred places (Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 2004), 

religious place (Bowen, 2002), and homes (Marcus, 1992; cf. Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 1994), among other things.  
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security and support for self-continuity in an environment (Brown & Perkins, 1992; 

Marcus, 1992). This objective will help us to better understand the dynamics of people-

place relationships and experiences. Hence, with the increasing rate of development in 

the field of environmental psychology and human geography on the study of place 

attachment over the past few decades, there is an urgent need to construct an integrative 

framework for understanding the different constellation of people-place relationships 

and experiences as an affective experience. To accomplish this task however, the author 

will first give an overview of the different available place attachment arguments 

common across many disciplines, with the aim of identifying and reshuffling the 

different perspectives of place attachment as we develop a theoretical convergence for 

our conceptualisation of people-place relationships and experiences.  

  

Place Attachment and People-Place Relationship Experiences 

The concept of “place” generally suggests an “environmental locus in and through 

which the actions, experiences, intentions, and meanings” of an individual or 

community are drawn together spatially (Seamon, 2014, p.11; cf. Casey, 2009). 

Similarly, place attachment theorists like Hidalgo & Hernandez (2001), Williams & 

Vaske (2003), Giuliani (2003) and others (cf. Morgan, 2010; Seamon, 2012, 2014; 

Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001; Scannell & Gifford, 2010)  describe "place" as a space that 

qualifies people's emotional resonance with their natural environments, individual and 

collective activities in a place, and emotional meanings in a spatial setting. Emotional 

bonding to such meaningful settings is called “place attachment”. 

The variety of interpretations given to people-place relationships and experiences 

in the past decades, in other disciplines, has given an interdisciplinary meaning to the 

place attachment discourse. Sociologists Greider & Garkovich (1994) demonstrate how 

the different symbolic meanings of places influence the social reality of human 

interactions. Anthropologists on the other hand, seek to understand the cultural 

significance and complexity of places across cultures in human history (cf. Gupta & 

Ferguson, 1997). Human geographers and environmentalists have done extensive 

research on people-place experiences in relation to attachment to the natural 

environment and resource dependent communities (cf. Relph 1976, 1997; Tuan 1977, 
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1980; Buttimer & Seamon, 1980; McCool & Martin, 1994; Vorkinn & Riese, 2001). A 

place attachment experience generally suggests some kind of connection and emotional 

bonding between individuals and places that assure attachment security and emotional 

or goal support (Giuliani & Feldman, 1993; Eisenhauer et al., 2000). Such physical, 

psychical or conceptual characteristics of a setting not only define a place but also 

contribute to creating meanings for such place (Canter, 1977; Relph, 1976; Stokols & 

Shumaker, 1981; Stedman, 2002; Smaldone et al., 2005). These meanings often 

represent the perceptual and experiential understanding of places, as perceived by the 

people there. According to Gustafson (2001), such meanings are constructed based on 

the experiences of the self with others and the environment. Najafi, Kamal, and Shariff 

(2014) believe that these meanings are often "implied by physical settings combined 

with what a person could bring to it" (p. 285). In other words, personal experiences play 

a huge role in people-place experiences. Places could therefore add to the human 

experience (Gustafson, 2001) as self and group identities are developed and maintained 

in a given spatial setting (Davenport & Anderson, 2005). 

Given the huge impact of place attachment in human experiences, there has been 

a great deal of interest in exploring people-place relations and experiences over the 

years (Low & Altman, 1992). These studies have focused on the question of why people 

develop emotional bonds to places since such relationships exist due to the function of 

place as some kind of affect regulation object with attachment qualities. The most 

common are considered to be those of survival and security (cf. Shumaker & Taylor, 

1983; Fullilove, 1996; Fried, 2000; Giuliani, 2003; Chatterjee, 2005), goal and career 

support (cf. Stokols & Shumaker, 1981; Proshansky et al., 1983; Kyle, Mowen & Tarrent, 

2004), a sense of belonging (Giuliani, 2003), self-continuity, enhancing identity and 

self-esteem (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). 

However, due to the lack of agreement regarding the methodological approach 

and definition of place attachment, the theory has received much criticism. According to 

Hidalgo and Hernandez (2001), there is no harmony regarding the terms to use. At one 

point, you find similar terms such as “community attachment” (Kasarda & Janowitz, 

1974), “sense of community” (Sarason, 1974), “place attachment” (Gerson et al., 1977), 

“place identity” (Proshansky, 1978), “identification with place” (Burdge & Ludtke, 1972), 
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“place dependence” (Stokols & Shumaker, 1981), and “sense of place” (Hummon, 1992), 

among others. In some cases each of the terms are used as a generic idea that embraces 

others. For instance, in Lalli’s (1992) description of urban-related identity, he describes 

place attachment as an aspect of place identity. We also see a similar abuse of 

terminology in Brown & Werner’s (1985) discourse on attachment and identity, where 

we see them discuss both concepts without recognizing what makes them different. 

Another important area of criticism on place attachment is its lack of 

developmental theory. This is partly because no robust approach or explanation has 

been provided for understanding the complex relationships between place affect, 

behaviour, and cognition (Morgan, 2010). Morgan suggested the lack of interaction and 

“dialogue between developmental psychology and environmental psychology’s place 

theory” (2010, p.13) as the cause of this theoretical gap. Few attempts have been made 

to resolve this disharmony (cf. Chawla, 1992; Hart, 1979; Moore, 1986; Scannell & 

Gifford, 2010; Morgan, 2010; Seamon, 2014) although no conclusion has been 

unanimously reached on what conceptual approach is most reliable so far. Yet, the 

confusion related to terminologies and concepts used in describing place attachment has 

seriously blocked the chances of advancement within this field, as Giuliani & Feldman 

(1993) and many others (cf. Lalli, 1992; Unger & Wandersman, 1985) have pointed out. 

Helpful in developing a robust and systematic account of a developmental theory of 

place attachment could be intellectual investments in both empirical research and 

theoretical efforts that dialogue between the different models available in attachment 

research. Elsewhere, Counted & Zock (2016 in press) have proposed a transactional 

model for understanding the development of place attachment experiences.  

At present, one of the connecting threads that bind place attachment theorists 

together is agreement on the definition of place attachment as an “affective bond or link 

between people and specific places” (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001, p.274). Another 

common denominator would be the recognition of place identity and place dependence 

as the psychological effects of place attachment. These theoretical underpinnings have 

contributed to the development of psychometric measures for assessing place 

attachment behaviours. Williams et al.’s (1992) 12-item Place Attachment Inventory 

(PAI) for example, has been designed specifically for this purpose - measuring only the 
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place identity and place dependence variables (Williams et. al. 1992). Alternatively, with 

the addition of “place-attachment” as a Place Attachment variable, Jorgensen & 

Stedman (2001) believe that the place variables of identity, attachment, and 

dependence should be looked at separately, since they arise differently through 

cognitive, affective, and behavioural (or conative) means when an individual relates to a 

spatially demarcated object. As a result, Jorgensen & Stedman (2001) developed a 

three-factor model instrument for measuring place attachment from an attitude-based 

framework of place in relation to three place attitudes: affect, cognition, and behaviour. 

This attitude-based framework was further described by Jorgensen & Stedman (2001) 

as a response to an external event, object, or stimulus in a place that has the potential to 

arouse an attachment relationship experience. In their exegesis, Jorgensen & Stedman 

(2001) reasoned that affect, cognition, and behaviour are three distinguishable 

constructs of response to an exogenous object like ‘place’. The Sense of Place (SOP) 

instrument by Jorgensen & Stedman (2001) was developed to measure the three 

dimensions of an attitude-based place attachment experience, namely: place identity, 

place attachment, and place dependence. 

Jorgensen and Stedman describe “place identity” as an individual or group’s 

“cognitions, beliefs, perceptions or thoughts that the self is invested in a particular 

spatial setting” (2001, p.238). Place identity is of symbolic importance in the place 

discourse since it shows how a place can function as a repository for emotions and 

relationships that give meaning and purpose to life in a particular place (Giuliani & 

Feldman, 1993; Williams & Vaske, 2003). Due to the nature of place identity, 

researchers like Proshansky et al. (1983) have described it as an aspect of self-identity, 

which develops over a period of time in a spatial setting and thus enhances self-esteem 

(Korpela, 1989), and increases the sense of belonging in a particular place (Relph, 1976; 

Tuan, 1980). Moore & Graefe (1994) have argued that a history of repeated visitation to 

and dependence on a particular place, due to how such place supports our life and 

spiritual goals and desired activities, may eventually lead to place identity. However, 

place identity is not necessarily the direct effect of place-dependence, as Proshansky et 

al. (1983) have pointed out in their study. As a variable of place attachment, “place-

dependence” behaviour is generally a functional process embodied in the value of a 
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place providing features and conditions that support specific desired goals, needs, and 

activities, which might also influence place-identity (Schreyer et al., 1981). A good 

example is the Christian pilgrimage to Israel, where we see millions of Christians from 

all over the world visiting Israel as a commitment to their faith. Repeated visitation to 

the holy city may soon lead to place-dependence attachment behaviour towards the holy 

city. If such visitation to the holy city is repeated on regular basis it may  eventually 

cause the pilgrim to adopt certain Jewish characters or place-identities like speaking the 

Jewish language, dressing like a Jew (e.g. putting on the prayer shawl even when they 

are back home), and picking up interest in the Jewish culture, history, religion and etc. 

In the light of this, place-dependence can then be considered as the “perceived 

behavioural advantage” of a place in relation to other places (Jorgensen & Stedman, 

2001, p.238). This thus suggests place dependence as an ongoing relationship with a 

special place that supports our life goals and activities. Meanwhile, the “place-

attachment” variable in Jorgensen and Stedman’s (2001) paper is described as an 

individual or group’s affective link to a spatial setting. This dimension of people-place 

relationship is seen as an attachment to human-made and non-human-made material 

elements and environmental qualities of a particular place. The SOP instrument by 

Jorgensen and Stedman’s (2001) appears to be more robust for measuring the place 

attachment experience on a quantitative level. But more so, owing to its emphasis on 

attitude-based epistemology, Jorgensen and Stedman’s (2001) conceptualization of 

place attachment in their SOP thesis does correspond to Williams et al. (1992) and 

Moore and Graefe’s (1994) theoretical emphases which prove the multidimensionality of 

people-place relationships and thus demonstrate how the different place attachment 

variables (identity, dependence, and attachment) interrelate.  

However, there are still few ‘place’ researchers like Raymonda, Brown, and 

Weber (2010) who do not recognize place-identity, place-dependence, and place-

attachment as sufficient variables/concepts for understanding people-place 

relationships and, instead, they have suggested concepts such as nature bonding and 

social bonding as significant concepts to consider when studying place attachment. 

Raymonda, Brown, and Weber (2010) associate place identity and place dependence 

with personal contexts; social bonding and nature bonding were salient in the 
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community and natural environmental contexts respectively. Hay (1998) equally 

decided to include not just the “attachment” dimension but the “insider feelings,” 

“ancestry,” and “motivation” in a place as substantial reasons to measure the intensity of 

place attachment. With the intention of measuring the concept of "rootedness" as an 

affective interpretation of attachment to place, McAndrew (1998) developed a scale that 

assessed the positive (i.e. the desire for change 6-item subscale) and negative (i.e. the 

family/home satisfaction 4-item subscale) experiences of place attachment. These 

subscales (i.e. desire for change and home/family satisfaction), according to McAndrew 

(1998, p.413), “are consistent with the overall concept of rootedness, in that high 

satisfaction with the current state of one’s home and family and a strong desire for 

change would seem to represent the positive and negative ends of the rootedness 

dimension.” In other words, rootedness results from long habitation in a place which 

may, in its extreme lead to an unreflective state of incuriosity toward the world at large. 

McAndrew (1998) sees this lack of curiosity towards other places as the negative aspect 

of rootedness whereas a desire to experience other places was conceived as the positive 

aspect of rootedness. However, these two dimensions of rootedness (i.e. home 

satisfaction and desire for change) did not correlate to each other in McAndrew's 

(1998) principal component analysis.  

Lalli (1992) developed an Urban Identity Scale for measuring place experience. 

The measurement instrument is comprised of subscales such as “Evaluation,” 

“Familiarity,” “Attachment,” “Continuity,” and “Commitment.” The first subscale 

“Evaluation” compares the uniqueness of a place in relation to other places. 

“Familiarity” on the other hand speaks of the cognitive orientation of an individual 

about a place grounded in daily experience. The “Attachment” subscale describes the 

general sense of belonging to a place. The “Continuity” subscale describes how past 

experiences in one place is equally synonymous with the emotional history of a new 

place, whereas “commitment” measures how an individual is interested in building 

present and future relationships in a place. All of Lalli’s (1992) subscales strongly 

correlate with each other. 

Alternatively, Seamon (2012, 2014) took a different approach entirely to 

elaborate on place attachment from a phenomenological angle. Seamon proposes a 
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triadic interpretation of place attachment, based on Bennett’s (1970, 1993) philosophy 

on systematics. Seamon (2012) argues that place can also be discussed from three 

dimensional angles: geographic ensemble (natural and human made elements of a 

place), people-in-place (individual and group actions, interactions, and meanings in a 

place), and genius loci (the nature of the spirit of place). Seamon’s approach to place 

attachment is ideal for qualitative research, since it is phenomenologically and 

anthropologically constructed. 

Interestingly, the three-factor models of Jorgensen & Stedman (2001) and 

Seamon (2012, 2014) for understanding the phenomenon of people-place relationships 

seem to share similar conceptual features and might help us to understand place 

attachment more holistically. As we turn to the next section, we will conceptualise 

Jorgensen & Stedman (2001) and Seamon’s (2012, 2014) place attachment propositions 

with the aim of elaborating on a broader/integrated framework that sufficiently explains 

the nature of people-place relationships and experiences.  

 

Place Attachment Dimensions: A People-Place Relationship Triad 

An important concern on place attachment which has not yet received much needed 

attention among researchers is the distinction between the kinds of ‘places’ attachments 

are developed. The author will attempt to conceptualise both Jorgensen and Stedman’s 

(2001) three-factor model and Seamon’s (2012, 2013) three dimensional approach to 

place attachment in this section as a guide for future empirical research. 

Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) sampled a total of 743 households living in eight 

lakes in Vilas County in the Northern Highlands Lake District of North Central 

Wisconsin to ascertain the “environmental quality, environmental values and 

behaviours” of the lakes “with respect to riparian forest and woody debris distribution, 

recreational behaviours, perceptions of lakeshore development, attitudes toward the 

lakes and properties” (p.240). In their paper “Sense of Place as an Attitude”, Jorgensen 

and Stedman argued that people-place attachment may be developed due to certain 

socio-psychological attitudes (such as affect, behaviour, and cognition) that are 

significantly expressed in the process of attachment. In this understanding, place 
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attachment then becomes a complex psychosocial phenomenon that catalogues 

identifiable feelings, interactions, and thoughts between the self and a place. When 

place attachment is amplified in this way, it is consistent with the general understanding 

of attitude. The understanding of attitude can suggest a theoretical ambit for 

(re)organizing components that describe people-place relationships. Jorgensen and 

Stedman (2001) list such components as cognition, affect, and behaviour, which 

function as psychological attitudes that influence place variables of identity, 

attachment, and dependence. Hence, “place identity” is described as a cognitive attitude 

of place attachment, whereby association with place inspires a cognitive identification of 

a sense of self. In the same vein, Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) argue that “place-

attachment” (as a variable of place attachment) is represented as an affective 

component of place attitude since it is amplified by the emotional reaction one has 

towards a place. The underlying argument in favour of “place dependence” is that it 

portrays the behavioural (conative) domain of place attitude in which individuals 

express dependence in a place, depending on their performed actions in such spatial 

settings. This multidimensional framework seems ideal for understanding people-place 

attachment from an attitude-based perspective.  

Along similar lines, Seamon’s (2012) phenomenological approach to place 

attachment enables us to concentrate on the study of people-place experiences as 

structures of consciousness in “any environmental locus that gathers individual or group 

meanings, intentions, and actions spatially” (Seamon, 2012, p.3). Seamon saw “place, 

place experience, and place attachment” phenomenologically from three different 

perspectives that point “to a spectrum of complementary experiences, situations, 

actions, and meanings that remain faithful to the lived comprehensiveness of place and 

place experience” (2014, p.11). The underlying argument in favour of Seamon’s 

phenomenological position is that people-place relationships, as part of an integral 

structure of human life, can be explored in terms of three dimensions: geographic 

ensemble (GE), people-in-place (PP), and genius loci (GL). Seamon’s (2012) views are 

grounded in the assumption that “geographic ensemble” is the "material and 

environmental qualities of place, including topography, geology, weather, flora, fauna, 

and natural landscape as well as any human-made elements, including constructions 
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and their spatial configurations—for example, buildings, street furniture, pathway 

layout, and placement of land uses" (Seamon 2012, p. 10). The “people-in-place” (PP) 

experience "relates to the human worlds unfolding in the geographical ensemble”. 

Seamon refers to PP as “the lifeworlds and natural attitudes of the place, including 

actions, routines, events, and understandings, whether unself-conscious or conscious, in 

which individuals and groups involve themselves in relation to their place" (2012, p.11). 

The “genius loci” experience of a place on the other hand "refers to the unique ambience, 

atmosphere, and character of the place—for example, the ‘London-ness’ of London or 

the ‘Santa Fe-ness’ of Santa Fe" (Seamon, 2012, p.11). Seamon (2012) noted that both 

the GE and PP experiences contribute to the GL experience - although GL might have its 

own unique reality and originality, since human beings are prone to know and engage 

instinctively (cf. Durrell, 1969; Lane, 2000; Relph, 2008, 2009; Seamon, 2012). 

After juxtaposing different models of people-place attachment experiences from 

the studies of Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) and Seamon (2012), as seen above, we will 

herewith integrate both frameworks simultaneously to formulate what we call a people-

place relationship triad. This procedure, hopefully, will help us to (re)organize an 

integrated model for explaining place attachment or people-place relationship 

experiences. 

Following the above procedure, place attachment is thus given a threefold 

dimensionality using Scannell and Gifford’s (2010) tripartite organizing terminology for 

understanding place attachment in relation to the theoretical propositions of Seamon 

(2012) and Jorgensen and Stedman (2001). Scannell and Gifford (2010) seem to have 

done a good job of introducing a three-dimensional approach for understanding place 

attachment experiences using terminologies such as place dimension (i.e. the inward 

and outward attachment to place); process dimension (i.e. the psychological attachment 

to place); and person dimension (i.e. the individual and collective attachment to place). 

From here, we will explore and compare how the different contributions to place 

attachment experiences fall within the frame of the people-place triad that is proposed 

in this paper. 
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Place dimension: inward and outward attachment to place 

The place dimension will be conceptualised based on Seamon’s (2012) “geographic 

ensemble” and Jorgensen and Stedman’s (2001) explanation of the “place-attachment” 

variable. On these conceptual grounds, I propose that the place dimension is the 

attachment bond to the material, physical, and social elements of a place. This view is 

grounded on the assumption that “geographic ensemble” entails the environmental 

qualities of a place which often make one place different from another - ranging from 

topography, geology, weather, flora, fauna, natural landscape, buildings, street 

furniture, pathway layout, and placement of land uses (cf. Seamon, 2012). Similarly, 

Jorgenson & Stedman’s (2001) understanding of “place-attachment” as an attribute of 

place experience that is rooted in the affective connection to spatial settings equally 

supports our definition of the place dimension in people-place relationships. A spatial 

setting in this context of people-place attachment is described by its physical, social, or 

material elements (cf. Graziano & Atkinson, 2014; Ghosh, Ungureanu, Sudderth, & Blei, 

2011). In other words, it describes the natural image segmentation of a place which can 

often be experienced as a social or physical affect. The place dimension is therefore the 

affective attitude in a place attachment experience. 

Scannell and Gifford’s (2010) conceptualization of place attachment sees the 

“place dimension” having two aspects: social and physical (cf. Riger & Lavrakas, 1981; 

Mesch & Manor, 1998). Thus the social aspects of place dimension articulate the 

experiences with a social arena or symbol of a place, while the physical aspect identifies 

with the natural environment and man-made elements in a place. Hidalgo & Hernandez 

(2001) assessed the social and physical aspects of the place dimension at three different 

spatial settings (neighbourhood, city, and home). They noted that both the physical and 

social constructs of the place dimension should be considered when explaining place 

attachment. However, Uzzel et al. (2002) and Mazumdar & Mazumdar (2004) saw the 

place dimension as the emotional bonding with tangible assets in a place that give rise to 

some sort of proximity seeking-behaviours with such place. The place dimension is 

called the physical-social nature of a place because it focuses on the social affect (like the 

density or amenities) and physical elements (like infrastructure or natural elements) of 
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a place that people are “attached to...that facilitate social relationships and group 

identity” (cf. Scannell & Gifford, 2010, p.4). Hence, certain social qualities such as 

density, proximity, and amenities influence interactions at the social level of the place 

dimension (cf. Fried, 2000), which often inspire a socially based people-place 

relationship. This is equally the position of urban sociologists like Gans (1962) and 

Hunter (1978) who see place attachment as a social phenomenon propelled by social 

interactions that a place affords to people who reside there.   

On the contrary, the place dimension is also experienced as a physical affect 

(Williams et al., 1992) since individuals identify with nature as part of their self-concept 

(cf. Clayton, 2003). Clayton (2003) stressed in his study an alignment to parts of the 

natural world with how individuals define themselves. Stedman (2003) argues that 

individuals attach themselves to the architectural meanings and physical features of a 

place. The architectural features and symbols of a place can reinforce one’s sense of 

being and even activate certain personal, social, or religious experiences. Hence, as the 

individual consistently depends on a place for their life and emotional support based on 

its physical and social features, such place proximity could trigger other dimensions of 

place attachment experiences (e.g. the process dimension or the person dimension) as 

the individual begins to develop new identities in a spatial setting. 

 

Process dimension: psychological attachment to place 

The second dimension is the “process dimension” (cf. Scannell & Gifford, 2010), which 

is a behavioural attitude developed towards a place based on the definitions of “place 

dependence” and “people-in-place” - as constructs that shape attachment to place at the 

process dimension. Jorgenson & Stedman’s (2001) “place dependence” was seen as the 

behavioural function of a place in supporting our life goals, or simply put: the 

opportunities a place affords for our valued goals and physical activity needs (cf. Stokols 

& Schumaker, 1981; Harmon, Zinn, & Gleason, 2006). Seamon (2012) on the other hand 

defines “people-in-place” as how the human world unfolds in the geographical 

ensemble (social and physical levels) to contribute to the psychological awareness of 

self. Scannell and Gifford also reason that it “concerns the way individuals and groups 
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relate to a place and the nature of the psychological interactions that occur in the 

environments that are important to them” (2010, p.3). This refers to the life-worlds of 

actions and events or natural attitudes or the unique culture of a place that pull 

individuals and groups to a place. 

The process dimension conceptualises both the place dependence and people-in-

place propositions as behavioural processes and interactions that occur in a place that 

are of importance to individuals and groups in that place. As a rebuttal to this point, it 

might be argued that the process dimension has a behavioural function since it is often 

expressed through actions and behaviours that draw us closer to a place due to the 

perceived advantage of the place in providing goal-support and self-continuity (cf. 

Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001, p.274). It is put forward here that this is equally consistent 

with the place-dependence and people-in-place logic of place attachment. 

The process dimension is therefore the behavioural function of people-place 

relationship, grounded in the desire to remain close to a place because of certain 

perceived benefits or advantage of a place. Attachment to a place as a result of a military 

career, diplomatic corps mission, job transfer, and participation with/in a religious 

network/ gathering can be good examples of this kind of place attachment. This kind of 

place attachment experience is not necessarily influenced by the physical attraction or 

connection to a place (i.e. the place dimension) but is determined by the institutions or 

activity an individual is part of which is in a specific place. It is inevitable that such 

individual has to depend on the place for their life-continuity, religious participation, or 

career support. This dimension appears to influence the next dimension: person 

dimension. This claim is based on Twigger-Ross and Uzzel’s (1996) “place-related 

distinctiveness” results, which provide confirmatory evidence that supports how a 

strong desire to remain close to a place or depend on a place at the “process dimension” 

creates certain attributes of social identity or place identity in a place. This will be 

further discussed in the next section. 
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Person dimension: individual and collective attachment to place 

The person dimension incorporates Jorgenson & Stedman’s (2001) “place 

identity” and Seamon’s (2012) “genius loci” as the cognitive attitude of place 

attachment. Place identity was defined by Jorgenson & Stedman (2001) as the beliefs, 

thoughts, and perceptions the self invested in a particular place to have a sense of 

belonging as the self identifies itself with a place. Similarly, Seamon (2012, 2014) refers 

to “genius loci” as how the unique ambience, atmosphere, or character of a place is 

absorbed by an individual in order to identify with the sacredness and character of that 

place (cf. Loukaki, 1997; Rigby, 2003). The findings of DeMiglio and Williams (2008) 

showing the significance of individual perceptions of place have lend support to the 

claim that the person dimension as the conceptualisation of "place identity" (cf. 

Jorgenson & Stedman, 2001) and "genius loci" (cf. Seamon, 2012, 2014) is generated by 

subjective human experiences. People-place experiences at the person dimension are 

usually self-regulated and self-determined by individuals and groups that experience it. 

At some point, a people-place relationship experience at both the “place” and 

“process” dimensions can become a personal journey that shapes and informs the 

“person dimension” and as a result, place is no longer located in a spatial setting, “but in 

the head” (Rigby, 2003, p.110). From here, an individual might have a personal 

experience in a particular place (or perceive place in a certain unique way) in a way that 

alters and changes his or her belief system, worldview, or identity - depending on the 

available place-like effects, variables, and features in such setting (Proshansky et al., 

1983). 

In its cognitive function, the person dimension of place attachment occurs at 

both individual and collective levels, whether as a community or individually (Scannell 

& Gifford, 2010). At the individual level, the person dimension is predictable with places 

that evoke certain symbolic and personal memories or experiences that activate the 

internal working models (IWMs) of attachment, as the individual goes on a personal 
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journey of self-discovery2 in a place (cf. Manzo, 2005; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). 

This self-discovery journey allows the individual to change their perspective of a place 

from the inside-out based on their personal experiences in that place. This may also 

include but is not limited to having certain religious and socio-cultural experiences in a 

place. The individual might at this point adopt certain cultural attributes and unique 

characteristics of a place such as speaking the language of a place, developing the accent 

of a place, and generally seeing their identity as similar to that of the natives. Hence, 

individual and group experiences in a place that is a target for proximity-seeking 

behaviours give meaning to the place attachment experience in the construction of place 

identity at the person dimension (cf. Manzo, 2005). Place attachment is therefore based 

on how a personal or shared symbolic meaning of a place is understood amongst 

cultural and religious cliques (Low, 1992). Sociologists discuss place attachment from 

this perspective as a “community process in which groups may become attached to 

certain areas wherein they may practice, and thus preserve their cultures [or religion]” 

(cf. Scannell & Gifford, 2010, p. 2; cf. Gans, 1962; Michelson, 1976). Through shared 

cultural or religious links, groups can be attached to a particular symbolic place that is 

tied to their belief systems, just as Jerusalem is to Christians and Mecca is to Muslims. 

Diehl and Konig (2013) in their study noted that individual and group-shared 

hostility, marginalization, racism, discrimination, exclusion, and other place negatives 

experienced by non-natives can also trigger the person dimension of place attachment. 

Disruptive experiences experienced by non-natives in a place are more likely to make 

them develop new relationships with symbolic figures or objects in a place to regain 

their sense of worth and dignity (Connor, 2010, p.381-382). Equally, developing self-

worth in a place also works through transnational networks - as “individuals and 

communities maintain networks of relationships (religious and otherwise) that keep 

them connected to their country/culture[or religion] of origin and to kindred 

communities around the world” (Frederiks, 2015, p.188). 

                                                           
2 Self-discovery can mean so many things but in this context I refer to the experiences of self pilgrimage, or a 

personal journey whereby a person attempts to determine how they feel, personally, about spiritual and ontological 

issues, rather than following the opinions of those around them (cf. Counted, 2016). 
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More than a personal experience, religious and cultural communities play an 

important role in the person dimension as transnational networks. Through different 

networks of interactions within religious and cultural communities, place is often seen 

performing the function of a “home away from home” for many non-natives and 

migrants (Warner, 1993, p.1059-1063). This corresponds to Frederiks’ (2015) claim that 

migration to a new place impacts the religious experience and beliefs of migrants and 

non-natives, in a way that assists their process of settling (cf. Adogame, 2012; Frederiks, 

2015). 

Therefore, within the process and person contexts of people-place relationships, 

it is argued that religious, corporate, and cultural communities may be experienced as 

attachment structures and symbols that serve as some kind of safe haven for security, 

secure spaces for building business/social relationships, and places of spiritual and 

emotional support. Personal experiences within these networks of communities shape 

the person dimension of people-place relationship. Place in this context is depicted as a 

response to group- or person-felt identification, marginalization, and discrimination in 

a place of attachment (cf. Warner, 1993, p.1059-1063; Frederiks, 2015, p. 184-195). 

Furthermore, when individual and collective groups grapple with the challenging 

experience of separation, disorientation, and marginalization, they may construe 

meaning in their conflict by relating to an available attachment figure or object that acts 

as some kind of affect regulation tool (cf. Counted, 2015, 2016b, Counted & Zock, 2016 

in press; Kirkpatrick, 1998). The attachment roles and advantage of religious and 

cultural communities as sources/symbols of spiritual and mental well-being in a place 

can also contribute to the process and person dimensions of place attachment as 

individual and collective groups become more attached and dependent to a place. This is 

what Levitt (2004, p.2) calls the “transnational religious [and cultural] practices” and 

“memberships in spiritual arenas”. Given that recent research on place attachment does 

not provide substantial narratives that explain the people-place relationship 

development and process, it would be interesting to examine people-place experience as 

a socio-cultural and religious phenomenon, taking into account the operationalisation of 

the person dimension. 
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In addition, there is no agreement as to how these three dimensions of people-

place relationships develop or overlap with each other. However, you would easily notice 

how the “place dimension” often overlaps with the “person dimension”, and how the 

“process dimension” is equally predictive of the “person dimension”. Regardless, the 

author believes that studies that assess these correlative attributes using the SOP or any 

other place attachment instrument would be of great significance to the study of people-

place experiences. Furthermore, a future qualitative research that pays close attention to 

the meaning of place using the proposed threefold dimensions of place attachment 

would also be of great value. However, examining how place attachment may change 

over time remains a key area of research that requires our attention but more so, how 

such developmental dynamics may influence behavioural and religious and mental 

health responses at different levels. Also, with focus on the people-place framework 

being presented here, empirical and theoretical endeavours that would examine whether 

one can be attached to more than one place attachment dimension at a time would be of 

great significance too. Hence, by conceptualising and making sense of people-place 

relationships and experiences in this paper, we can now understand how experiences of 

place attachment are operationalised within different contexts. With such 

conceptualisation we can further advance research on place attachment by applying the 

interdisciplinary perspective provided in this paper.    

 

Conclusion 

The paper examines the idea of people-place relationships and experiences from 

the perspective of attachment with the aim of clearing the ground for further discussions 

on attachment bonding to places. Among the different conceptualisations of place 

attachment, as discussed in the article, the author was able to spotlight the works of 

Seamon (2013), Jorgensen & Stedman (2001), and Scannell & Gifford (2010) because of 

their consistency and complementarity for the purpose of understanding the different 

attributes and experiences of people-place relationships. This allowed the author to 

(re)organise a people-place relationship triad, wherein place attachment was seen in 

three lights: the place dimension, process dimension and person dimension. This 

classification has helped the author to deconstruct and simplify the different concepts 
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and disharmony associated to place attachment, in a way that clarifies its affective, 

behavioural, and cognitive functions. This has also enabled the author to create an 

explanatory framework for understanding the different symbolic “places” attachments 

are developed during people-place relationship experiences. The author hopes that this 

conceptualisation would be useful for both quantitative and qualitative researchers in 

advancing their studies on place attachment, in a way that is interdisciplinary and 

holistic in nature. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Summary of the people-place relationship triad of place attachment 
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Chapter 3 

Place Attachment in the Bible: The role of 
attachment to sacred places in religious life12 

 

 

Abstract  

This paper examines the role of place attachment in religious life by analyzing various 

significant place events in the bible, using analysis of biblical discourse. The paper looks 

at various biblical places, and explores the implications of approaching these sacred 

settings in terms of place attachment theory. In the Old Testament we focus on Mount 

Sinai, Canaan, and Jerusalem, and in the New Testament on Galilee, Jerusalem, and on 

view that Christianity, to some extent, transcends place attachment. The nature of the 

attachments to these places is diverse and varied in interesting ways. The claim is that 

place attachment theory can make a valuable theoretical contribution to an analysis of 

the role of place in the bible, as an addition to the growing literature on the 

psychological interpretation of the bible.  

 

Introduction 

This paper makes a novel contribution to psychological biblical exegesis. Recent years 

have seen a growing body of literature on psychological approaches to the interpretation 

of the Bible (e.g. Ellens & Rollins, 2004; Kille, 2001; Rollins 1999; Rollins & Kille, 

2007). In offering guidelines for psychological biblical exegesis, Watts (2007) suggests 

that is important to recognize the wide range of psychological approaches that can be 

employed in biblical interpretation, to supplement rather than ignore what can be 

learned from conventional Biblical scholarship, and to avoid the kind of reductionism 

                                                           
1 Corresponding Author: Victor Counted, School of Social Sciences and Psychology, Western Sydney 
University, Australia; Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies, University of Groningen, Netherlands  
2 Co-author: Fraser Watts, School of Psychology, University of Lincoln, England  
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that makes the bible nothing but a matter of psychology. Though psychoanalytic and 

Jungian psychology have predominated in psychological biblical exegesis, a wide variety 

of psychological paradigms have been employed. In this paper we propose that place 

attachment theory (cf. Low & Altman, 1992; Giuliani, 2003; Korpela, 2012), as a 

framework for examining people-place relationships in environmental psychology, 

provides another valuable psychological approach to interpreting the Bible. 

There has recently been growing interest in the emotional connections that 

people develop toward places, with growing use of the concept of place attachment and 

attachment-based religiosity (Low & Altman 1992; Hernandez, et al., 2007; Counted & 

Zock, in press). Florek (2011) defines place attachment as a positive affective bond 

established between an individual and a place. Place attachment is influenced by 

personal, community, and environmental factors, enabling it to serve as magnet that 

draws people into a symbolic relationship with a place, and such socialization can 

facilitate affectionate bonds between a religious believer and a place (Counted & Zock, in 

press). Place attachment is a notable feature of contemporary religious life, but biblical 

accounts suggest that it is also an ancient phenomenon. This paper examines how 

certain biblical places have played a unique role as places that have afforded certain 

attachment and care-giving advantages to those drawn to them.  

 

Place as a Sacred Attachment Setting 

Bowlby (1969) and Ainsworth (1989) describe the development of an attachment 

bond as arising from an early contact relationship with a primary caregiver. They reason 

that attachment interactions shape our needs for security and emotional meaning in our 

relationships with social others. Attachments keep us connected to key relational 

figures, and internal working models provide mental representations of ourselves in 

relation to attachment figures and are developed through activating triggers such as 

mental states, environmental demands and opportunities, parent-child bonding 

experiences, and various bodily stimulations. When people are deprived of quality 

attachment by an attachment figure they seek ways to compensate for such loss of 

relationship, looking for a “stronger” and “wiser” substitute attachment figure. 

Relationships with attachment figures are maintained by the functions they serve in 

relation to a particular goal, providing a target for proximity, serving as a safe haven and 
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secure base for physiological needs, being a response to experiences of loss and 

separation, and serving as a source of emotional strength and support in times of 

difficulty (cf. Counted, 2016b; Counted & Zock, in press).  

Attachment theory can be extended to show how a relationship can develop 

between an individual and a place (Low & Altman, 1992; Korpela, 2012). Ainsworth 

(1989, p. 711) defines an “attachment” as an affectional bond which shapes a “relatively 

long-enduring tie in which the partner is important as a unique individual and is 

interchangeable with none other”. There is thus no limit to what an attachment 

experience may look like, nor who or what can be an attachment figure. An attachment 

to a place can serve as an affectional bond, and confer advantage to a person in relation 

to their felt needs. As with attachment to a person, people can seek proximity to a place 

to which they are attached; it can also serve as a secure base and safe haven. Cognitive 

representations of places can keep people connected to them as relational spaces. Place 

can thus play the role of an exalted attachment figure in this context considering the 

needs we have that can be met by particular spaces and our reciprocal attachment needs 

in such settings (cf. Hay, 1998; Fried, 2000; Korpela, 2012; Scannell & Gifford, 2014).  

Human geographers and environmental psychologists describe a ‘place’ as a 

space that qualifies people's relationship with their natural environments, and shapes 

individual and collective activities, and emotional meanings (cf. Canter, 1977; Relph, 

1976; Stokols & Shumaker, 1981; Stedman, 2002; Smaldone, Harris, & Sanyal, 2005). 

Physical, psychical, or conceptual characteristics not only help to define a place, but also 

contribute to the creation of meanings associated with it. These meanings often take the 

form of the perceptual and emotional understanding of a place, as perceived by the 

people associated with it. Gustafson (2001) reasons that such meanings hinge around 

self, others, and the environment. These meanings are often "implied by physical 

settings combined with what a person could bring to it" (Najafi et al. 2014, p. 285). The 

features of a place can shape people’s identity (Proshansky et al., 1983) and enrich the 

human experience (Gustafson, 2001), as people develop self and group identities in a 

given space (Davenport & Anderson, 2005).  

Most people have experienced some form of affective bonding with places that 

are related to their past or present experience, places where they love to be, or about 

which they dream (Giuliani, 2003). Giuliani refers to this as “childhood places” (p.137); 
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Relph (1976) calls them “significant places” or “fields of care” (p. 1). According to Relph 

we live in “a world that is filled with significant places” (p. 1). These kinds of significant 

places are often represented and idealized through our daily lives in relation to our goals 

and affective needs. Fried (1963) refers to this kind of places as “residential 

environments”. Pellow (1992) calls it “compounds”. Rivlin (1987) and Gans (1962) both 

saw such significant places as “enclaves”. Other names used to refer to this kind of 

places are “sacred places” (Mazumdar & Mazumdar, 2004), “religious places” (Bowen, 

2002), “homes” (Marcus, 1992), and “graffiti” (McAuliffe, 2012, 2013). These studies 

emphasise how places can act as emotional refuges under ideal circumstances, assuring 

identity, a sense of well-being, and providing other psychological benefits (Brown & 

Perkins, 1992; Marcus, 1992; Brown, Perkins, & Brown, 2003). Scannell and Gifford 

(2014) saw place attachment as a multidimensional process that cannot be reduced to a 

mere cause and effect relationship. Similarly, Rollero and De Piccoli (2010) contend that 

attachment to significant places depends on the reciprocal relationship between 

behaviours and experiences.  

This notion of attachment to significant others coincides with the relational 

theology of humanity which have been advocated by theologians in the past. Scholars 

like Moltmann, Barth, Grenz, Gunton, among others, come to mind. In particular, 

Moltmann (1979, 1991) and Grenz (2007) both describe the activities and nature of a 

relational God in their theses. The history of the Triune God, as Moltmann (1991) 

describes it, points to how God created the world and invited His creatures to partake in 

this creative activity and have dominion over the earth (cf. Gen. 1:28) through the 

agencies of the Son and His Spirit. We see this relationality in God’s interaction with 

Adam and Eve, and through His covenant with Israel and all creation throughout the 

Bible. It actually appears to be the message of the Bible. From the beginning, God has 

presented Himself as a relational force as He instructs, expects, and responds to 

creatures through different strings of relational activities in the Bible. 

 This covenant relationship with creatures conveys a sense of God's dynamic 

relationality, in which humans created by God are relational beings and thus stand in a 

particular kind of relationship with God, other humans, non-human creation, and the 

earth. Theologically, humans have a strong sense of connection to earth, having been 

created from the dust of the earth in Genesis 2:7. Based on the creation story in Genesis, 
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there is a sort of inherent tie to earth, a theological bond developed with earth as the 

locus of God’s creative power. The creation of mankind from the dust of the earth 

represents a very symbolic moment in history, functioning as a key element of 

humanity’s relational web within time and space. This makes place attachment or 

attachment to earth an important topic that essentially conveys a sense of relational 

theology that affirms two key ideas: how God affects His creatures and how creatures 

affect God in time and space. The same panoply of knowledge for understanding 

relational theology can as well be used in the non-traditional application of attachment 

theory to place and God.  

Place attachment is therefore an important topic for understanding the human 

experience both theologically and psychologically (Counted & Zock, in press; Scannell & 

Gifford, 2016). It is helpful to distinguish three different dimensions of the places to 

which people become attached (cf. Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001; Scannell & Gifford, 

2010; Seamon, 2012, 2014; Counted, 2016b, 2016c). The first concerns the affective role 

and functions as the emotional attachment to the physical and natural elements of a 

place. These includes the material and environmental qualities of place, including any 

human-made elements and spatial configurations, e.g. buildings, street furniture, and 

pathway layout. Scannell & Gifford (2010) call this the “place dimension”, since it 

explores the understanding of what the individual is attached to. The second-dimension 

concerns “lifeworlds” and the natural attitudes of a place, e.g. actions, routines, events, 

and understandings (Counted, 2016).  It pays attention to how the attachment manifests 

itself in a given space and relies on the effects of behaviour (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). 

This often leads to place dependence and also known as the “process dimension”. 

Thirdly, attachment to place can serve a cognitive function and be concerned with the 

unique character of a place, which enable people to forge place identity (Counted, 2016). 

Also known as the “person dimension”, this third attitude towards place concerns who is 

attached, reflecting the fact that people-place experiences can be personal and symbolic 

to the individuals involved.  

It is widely recognized that attachment to a Divine entity can function in a way 

that is analogous to attachment to a human person (Kirkpatrick, 2005; Granqvist, 2002; 

Granqvist, 2010; Counted, 2016; Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). God for example is 

perceived as older and wiser and as an omni-competent caregiver, and people can see 
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their attachment to God as providing them with a secure base and safe haven. Proximity 

to God can be sustained in various ways, including through prayer and through 

membership of a religious community. We suggest that proximity to God can also be 

achieved through proximity to places of religious significance. Sacred places play an 

important role in many faith traditions (Holm & Bowker, 1994), and Bonaiuto et al. 

(1996) show how natural environments and architectures can shape religious 

perceptions. Place attachments may play a particularly important role in religious life 

because God is not a tangible attachment figure in the conventional sense. 

We will explore how attachment connections to places in the Bible can be 

understood through the lens of attachment theory, examining the nature and 

significance of a sample of four place attachments in the Bible (Sinai, Canaan, Jerusalem 

and Galilee). However, in exploring place attachment in the Bible, it is important to 

recognize that the Bible does not speak in one voice about the role of place (cf. Frankel, 

2011). There are various different ‘theologies’ of place in biblical literature, and 

significant differences between the Old and New Testaments. Indeed, some of the most 

interesting issue arise from comparing different place attachments in the Bible with one 

another. There has been previous discussion of the significance of place in the Bible (e.g. 

Inge, 2003). Our task is to examine the contribution that place attachment theory can 

make to understanding the significance of place as a relational setting in the Bible. 

 

Place Attachment in the Old Testament 

Place attachment plays a very important role in the Old Testament even though 

this has often been ignored by Old Testament scholars due to the “narrowing influence 

of the New Testament on Christian theological study, including Old Testament theology 

as undertaken by Christians” (Goldingay 1987, p.12). Goldingay argues that “land is one 

of the handful of key themes in the entire Old Testament” (p.12) that requires our full 

attention when reviewing Old Testament theology. As is the case with the significance of 

the people of Israel, the theological importance of attitudes to the land of Israel is often 

treated as insignificant. The theme of land is important in the Old Testament as it is the 

theology, even though this has often been ignored (as a case study see: Child 1990, Old 

Testament Theology in Canonical Context).  

63



   

The notion of place attachment in the Old Testament starts with the story of a 

man being called to leave his place of attachment for a new place of promised. The 

command was “Get out of your country, from your family and from your father’s house, 

to a land that I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). The condition to leave his place of attachment 

came with a tremendous promise of greatness. God had promised him (Abraham) that 

he would be the father of many nations (cf. Gen 17:4-5) and had assured to give him a 

land flowing with milk and honey (cf. Gen. 17:8). Abraham later became the patriarch of 

the Jewish people through his son Isaac - the father of Jacob, from whose name-change 

the nation of Israel was born (cf. Gen. 32-35). The ancient Israelites are very much the 

people of their ‘Promised Land’ of Canaan, and of their temple in Jerusalem, which was 

located in the place promised to their ancestor Abraham. Both are very significant place 

attachments that are central to the religion and identity of the Israelites, and attachment 

to these places represents a fulfillment of a promise made by God with one man being 

asked to leave his place of attachment. The story of place attachment in the Old 

Testament can be said to begin with the covenant God made with Abraham, who later 

became the progenitor of the Israelites. However, the place attachment experience of the 

children of Israel as a nation became clearer at their encampment at the foot of Mount 

Sinai, though Sinai may have been more the source of longing for a secure place 

attachment than a place that fully met the Israelite’s desire for one. 

 

Mount Sinai: the seat of authority, proximity engagement, and holiness  

Mount Sinai is the site of important biblical place events. It was often referred to 

as the Mountain of God (cf. Ex. 3:1; Ex. 4:27; Ex. 18:5; 1 Kings 19:8). The first reference 

to Mt. Sinai in the Bible uses the designation “Horeb” (Ex. 3:1). Mt. Sinai was also 

referred to as “Paran” (Deut. 33:2). The location of Mt. Sinai is one of extraordinary 

difficulty and still remains one of the mysteries of the Bible “far more than any other 

problem of Palestinian Biblical topography” (Aharoni, 1962, p. 118). The Book of Exodus 

invites us into the personal journey of Moses as the leader of God’s chosen people, 

describing how he meets God on Mount Sinai and empowered to lead the Israelites in 

holiness (Ex. 19: 1-6). 

After the experience on Mount Sinai, Moses came down to instruct the people to 

set themselves apart to be holy. This was based on the promise God made to Moses in 
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Ex. 19: 10, saying, “Go to the people. Today and tomorrow set them apart to be holy. 

Have them wash their clothes. And let them be ready for the third day. For on the third 

day people will see the Lord come down on Mount Sinai" (Ex. 19: 10 - 12). God further 

warned Moses not to allow the people to touch the mountain, “Be careful that you do not 

go up on the mountain or touch any place around it. Whoever touches the mountain will 

be put to death” (Ex. 19: 12). In accordance with God's injunctions, Moses came down 

from the mountain to the people to set them apart to be holy, saying, for example, “Be 

ready for the third day. Do not go near a woman.” (Ex. 19:14). Ex. 19 further tells us that 

Mount Sinai was glorified in smoke because the Lord came down upon it in fire, as the 

whole mountain shook and dripped at the presence of God. The preceding place events 

became the basis on which God spoke to Moses in Ex. 20, issuing the Ten 

Commandments through which his people should measure their lives.  

This place experience at Mount Sinai is significant for our understanding of place 

attachment in religious life. Mt. Sinai was revered as a seat of authority and holiness, 

and the place in which God revealed himself to his people. It is often referred to in the 

Bible as the “Mountain of God” (cf. Exodus 3:1; 1 Kings 19:8), demonstrating some kind 

of celestial attachment attribute. It is not clear exactly why Mt Sinai came to be 

associated with the presence of God, though mountains play a significant role in many 

religions (Eliade, 1957; Yano, 2008). It may be that Mt. Sinai was felt to be “closer to 

God”, as God was believed to dwell in the heavens, making Sinai the Mountain of God 

(Paprocki, 2011). One theory might be that God used Mt. Sinai for the purpose of 

building a relationship with his people, so that the attachment to the mountain could 

facilitate attachment to God. A place attachment to Mt. Sinai became important by 

virtue of the belief that relationship with God was achieved at Sinai.  

Despite the huge importance that Sinai had for Israelites, their relationship to it 

is not a typical attachment relationship. Sinai is seen as a seat of divine authority, but it 

is approached with reverence and awe, rather than being seen as a place of safety and 

security. It is also not clear that the Israelites sought to maximise their proximity to 

Sinai. They take their lead from Sinai, but it is more a place of origin and a source of 

identity than a place to which they want to constantly return because they felt safe on 

Sinai. The place attachment to Sinai seems to be a rather ambivalent attachment; the 
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significance and importance of Sinai is never in doubt, but not as place that conveys 

safety and security. 

 

The Land of Canaan: a place for quality attachment and identity 

development 

Canaan functions as the focus of a place attachment much more straightforwardly than 

Sinai. The Israelites felt the need for a secure place attachment after their period of 

slavery in Egypt, and their delivery from it and their subsequent wandering in the 

desert. They were like an orphan, looking for a secure attachment, and finding it in 

Canaan. If the Israelites tended to cling to Canaan, and if their sense of identity is built 

around this particular land more than is the case with most peoples, it is perhaps 

because this place was not only sought and found after a period of place deprivation, but 

represents the fulfillment of a promise, and ultimately their salvation. Place in the 

context of Biblical history functions as an evidence of God’s unswerving covenant 

commitment. This was seen in the fulfillment of the covenant God had with Abraham to 

give him a place of promise which was realised through the conquest of the Land of 

Canaan by the children of Israel through the leadership of Moses and his successor, 

Joshua. This was the first step towards God’s grand plan of place attachment which was 

intended to bring about the salvation of Israel and secure their attachment with God 

through the person of Jesus, as will be made clearer in subsequent pages.  

The biblical story of Moses leading the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt and 

toward a land ‘flowing with milk and honey’ which God had promised their ancestor, the 

land of Canaan, is a popular chronicle that is central to the identity of the Israelites as 

God’s chosen people (cf. Ex. 33:3; Ex. 3:8; Deut. 31:20). The Promised Land is 

associated by many biblical scholars with a spiritual state of liberation from oppression. 

For example, Coogan (1978) and Dever (2006) propose that the journey from bondage 

in Egypt to freedom in Canaan symbolizes a people’s journey from oppression to 

freedom. The Israelites rapidly developed a relationship with the Land of Canaan, and 

soon forged their national identity as a religious people in this significant place. 

Goldingay (1987, p.12; 2003) saw Israel as a “landed people”, describing how the 

salvation and identity of the people of Israel were tied to the Land of Canaan. This 

perspective of identity formation and salvation was later clarified in New Testament 
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theology, as the gospels introduce a new paradigm shift that replaced emphasis on a 

particular “land” to a much more broadened emphasis to embrace the world through 

the person of “Jesus” who is the inheritance of the community of faith - the seed of 

Abraham (cf. Gal. 3:29).  

Frankel (2011), in The Land of Canaan and the Destiny of Israel, highlights the 

importance of Canaan as a significant place for the destiny of the nation of Israel. 

According to Frankel, the defining moment of the creation of the nation of Israel is the 

gift of the promised land of Canaan by Yahweh (cf. Genesis 17:8). The land of Canaan 

was associated with the identity of the Israelites, showing how they found it, lost it, and 

regained it. This made life in this biblical place ‘practically axiomatic for the constitution 

of Israel’ (Frankel, 2011, p.3). According to Frankel, the Hebrew Bible appears to reflect 

and to promote a “national-religious faith system in which national life on the land [of 

Canaan] constitutes a vital, indeed indispensable, element” (2011, p. 17). Frankel 

reasons that the identity of the people of Israel is coterminous with their inhabitation of 

this biblical place. However, despite Israel’s attachment to Canaan, Frankel says that 

their relationship to it is conditional rather than absolute. Staying in Canaan actually 

requires obedience to the covenant ratified at Mount Sinai, which is subject to 

maintaining a proximity relationship with God and keeping his law. Essentially, 

attachment to Canaan highlights anew the ideals of a religious life, and does so in new 

contexts and places. 

Attachment to the land of Canaan appears to have what Granqvist, Mikulincer, & 

Shaver (2010) call normative attributes of attachment, wherein perceived relationships 

with substitute attachment figures tend to “meet the defining criteria for attachment 

relationships and hence function psychologically like other attachments (e.g., providing 

a safe haven in times of threat or distress and serving as a secure base for risky or 

challenging endeavors)” (p. 51). The land of Canaan as a substitute attachment-like 

figure is here functioning as a demarcated resource, arising from two main factors; it is 

both an ideal place for Israel’s religious existence as the people of God, and a place in 

which they could fully live in covenant with God (cf. Frankel, 2011). Hence, becoming 

detached from this biblical place means falling away from Israel’s “normative mode of 

national existence without, at the same time, ceasing to be Israel” (p. 70). We see Israel 

taking on a new mode of existence while in exile as a “penultimate state” (p. 70).  
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The story of attachment to Canaan as a significant biblical place demonstrates 

how the identity of the people of Israel was defined by their occupation of the land of 

Canaan, given its attachment advantage as a sacred place for safety, religious freedom, 

and practising proximity-seeking behaviours with God. This biblical place facilitated the 

identity formation process of the people of Israel, while also functioning psychologically 

as an attachment setting, creating a felt sense of security. This was an experience that 

was rooted in their close relationship with God. Canaan is thus pictured as a special 

place, with the specific ethical requirement of maintaining proximity to God in order to 

sustain attachment to the place. In a non-academic article written, Shlomo Riskin of The 

Jerusalem Post writes,   

Canaan the grandson of Noah forfeited his right because, instead of following 

in his grandfather’s paths of righteousness and wholeheartedness, he chose to 

destroy his grandfather’s ability to pass these values on to succeeding 

generations. Abraham, unlike Noah, succeeded in parenting a grandson – 

Jacob-Israel – dedicated to righteousness and justice (Riskin, 2014, ¶11).  

 

This statement by Riskin carries a warning, suggesting that the physical and spiritual 

descendants of Abraham will be privileged to live in the promised land of Canaan only 

for as long as they subscribe to such an ethical lifestyle of forging their identity based on 

God’s standards while maintaining proximity to God. The religious identity 

development and spiritual maturity of the people of God is identical with their 

inhabitation of the land of Canaan, which represents a fulfillment of promise as a place 

‘flowing with milk and honey’ and having all of the attachment qualities they seek. 

Equally, their relationship to this utopian safe haven is subject to their proximity to God, 

as they uphold the ideals of godliness, expected of God’s people and required for their 

walk with God.  

 

Jerusalem: a safe haven for spiritual cleansing and restoration    

Another significant Biblical place to consider is Jerusalem, raising the question of 

what it represents for the people who are drawn to it and what qualities it has that other 

places in the Bible lack. Also referred to as ‘Zion’ (cf. Jospe, 1995), Jerusalem is 

considered to be a significant place, including the Temple Mount and later known as 
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Jerusalem the holy city. According to Korb (2010) Jerusalem came to be considered the 

epicentre of the world; a sacred place where God resided. This symbolic representation 

of Jerusalem as a sacred safe haven is mostly because of its historical significance. The 

origin of the religious significance of Jerusalem can be traced back to the time of King 

David who struggled to capture the city in 1000 B.C. by defeating the Jebusites and 

making it the capital of Israel (cf. 2 Samuel 5:8). Although King David tried to build the 

Jewish temple in this conquered city, it was his son Solomon that later completed the 

Jerusalem Temple in 950 BC (cf. Lacey, 2009).  

In the Old Testament, Jerusalem is not only referred to as a holy place but also 

represents the presence of God on earth. This is partly because of the installation of the 

Ark of the Covenant inside the temple built by King Solomon in Jerusalem. 1 Kings 8:11 

tells us that the glory of God filled the temple in Jerusalem when the Ark of the 

Covenant was moved there by King Solomon, and continued to fill the place. Jerusalem 

is seen as the place in which the “House of the Lord” stood (cf. 1 Kings 6:1-27). This 

House of the Lord symbolizes the presence of God on earth, and provides a link between 

heaven on earth. Centuries later, the prophet Ezekiel in one of his visions saw the glory 

of God leave the Temple before its destruction by King Nebuchadnezzar in 583 BC  (cf. 

Ezekiel 10:18-19).   

In many ways, the temple at Jerusalem replaces Sinai as the seat of God’s 

presence, following a common change from associating God with a mountain to 

associating him with a temple (Eliade, 1957). For the Israelites there is direct link in the 

tabernacle which was originally created at the foot of Mt Sinai, and which was carried in 

the Ark of the Covenant by the Israelites on their wanderings, until it came to rest in 

Jerusalem and was installed in the temple. Attachment to the tabernacle can’t quite be 

seen as place attachment, but it clearly did function in many ways as an attachment 

relationship; it was important for the Israelites to maintain proximity to it, and it 

conferred safety and protection as a talisman might do. It provides an attachment 

transition between Sinai and the Temple in Jerusalem.  

There is an interesting ambivalence in the Old Testament about whether it was 

appropriate to build a temple. The general religious convention was to seek divine 

permission for temple building, and initially God denied permission to the Israelites and 

indicated that he did not wish sacrifices to be confined to one place. When David asked 
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permission through Nathan to build a temple it was refused (2 Samuel 7), though one 

can only speculate about the reasons for that. So, when a temple was eventually built, 

and the Ark installed, it was the end of a long period of desire for a fixed place that could 

be associated with the presence of God. As with the promised land of Canaan, that long 

search perhaps led to a particularly intense religious place attachment, and made the 

destruction of the temple and exile in Babylon all the harder to bear. 

 

Place Attachment in the New Testament 

The life of Jesus, as reported in the gospels, revolves around two places to which 

there is an attachment of different kinds, Galilee and Jerusalem. That is followed in the 

period after Jesus’ earthly life by an interesting ambivalence about the importance of 

Jerusalem, and indeed of any place attachment at all. Both Jerusalem and Galilee are 

already within the ’Promised Land’ given to Israel, and are also particular points of 

interest within the larger context of Canaan as a fulfillment of promise. Continuity with 

the Canaan attachment promise is reflected in attachments to Galilee and Jerusalem 

since they are already set within Canaan. Separation from the land of Canaan, as 

experienced by first century Jews during the occupation of the land by the Roman 

Empire, yielded conflicting results since the place was tied to their identity, security, and 

salvation (cf. Wright, 1992).3 Attachment separation from the place to which the people 

of Israel were once attached gave reason to the dismissive and anxious attitudes they 

had upon receiving a new place reality in the person of Christ, whom is introduced by 

the early apostles as a substitute attachment figure in the New Testament. 

There has been less attention to place in the New Testament than in the Old, 

though W D Davies’ The Gospel and the Land (Davies, 1974) is one important study 

showing a new place reality that transcends attachment to place. We will focus first on 

place attachment in the life of Jesus. 

 

Place Attachment in the Life of Jesus 

According to the Gospels the two key places in Jesus’ life are the Galilee region of 

Northern Israel, including Nazareth where he grew up, and other Galilee towns such as 

                                                           
3 A special thanks to one of the reviewers for providing additional insights and comments for enriching this 

paragraph, and making case for the continuity of the canaan attachment in the New Testament. 
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Capernaum where he exercised ministry. All the gospels record his going from Galilee to 

Jerusalem at the end of his ministry, where he was crucified. Luke also records a 

childhood visit to Jerusalem, and John seems to indicate that there were three adult 

visits to Jerusalem. This raises interesting questions about whether there were place 

attachments to both Jerusalem and Galilee, and what form they took.  

Important scenes for the illustration of Jesus’ place attachment experience in 

Jerusalem are the events leading to his death and resurrection. These events are 

symbolic in the life of Jesus since some have likened them to be a fulfillment of 

prophecy (cf. Schwartzkopff & Buchanan, 1897). Jerusalem played a huge role as a 

sacred place in the New Testament during the time of Jesus, as we saw his arrest, trial, 

suffering, and resurrection happening in this Old City. Within the walls of the Old City 

are “stations” of the Via Dolorosa (way of suffering or painful way) to which Jesus 

walked during the events of His crucifixion and humiliation on route from His 

condemnation by Pilate to His burial. It seems Jesus had a painful experience in this 

city, which does not connote a sense of positive attachment. For the most part, the 

gruesome place experience explains why Jerusalem is symbolic for many Christians, 

pointing to a suffering Christ laying down His own life in a place of rejection. Jerusalem 

is not only the place of Christ’s suffering, it also resonates a sense of emancipation from 

the clamps of sin and death through His resurrection (cf. 1 Corin. 15:55-57; Romans 6:8-

10; Heb. 12:2). The Garden Tomb, a rock-cut tomb in Jerusalem, is believed by many 

scholars to be the place of the resurrection of Jesus (cf. Kark & Frantzman, 2010). The 

city of Jerusalem had both positive and negative impacts in the life and ministry of 

Jesus. The suffering and resurrection of Jesus in Jerusalem gave the early Christians a 

sense of pride and validity in the city, as they were commanded to stay there for the 

coming of the Holy Spirit who would empower them to preach and spread the gospel 

(Acts 1:4-5, 8,9). This sense of attachment to Jerusalem, even after the ascension of 

Jesus, triggered the growth of the early Christian Church as Christ’s suffering and 

resurrection later became theologized as a ransom (for the world) by the apostles. 

Girard (2001) describes this triumphant ransom in his mimetic theory as “the inability 

of the prince of this world to understand the divine love” (p.152). Girard’s theory can be 

used to understand Jesus’ place attachment experience in Jerusalem as the outcome of a 

mimetic rivalry between the forces of good and evil which spotlights Christ’s death and 
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resurrection, and unmasks the narrative of a scapegoat mechanism arising from a 

mimetic contagion, thereby using the devices of evil to defeat evil.  

 The pride of the Jerusalem place, amplified through the celebration of the death 

and resurrection of Jesus amongst Christians, continued even to the Byzantine era, but 

became more prevalent since the Crusades and has remained so ever since. Christians 

associate themselves to Jerusalem with a sense of pride and recognises it as the most 

symbolic moment in Christian history. The place attachment experience of Jesus in 

Jerusalem has given the city an intergalactic aura of connection to Christians of all ages, 

drawing them to a significant place of promise that tells the story of a suffering and 

triumphant Christ. 

Galilee is another significant place in the life of Jesus. The most obvious 

explanation of Jesus focus on Galilee is that Galilee was part of the identity of Jesus, 

who was a Jewish carpenter from Nazareth in Galilee (cf. Costas, 1982; Murphy-

O’Connor, 2008). However, that only indicates one dimension of attachment, i.e. the 

place that Jesus was most drawn to, and there are other dimensions of Jesus’ 

attachment to Galilee. Galilee also seems important for the other dimensions of 

attachment, concerning Jesus’ participation in the lifeworlds of Galilee, and the 

contribution it made to his identity. 

Given the highlighting in the gospels of Jesus’ preaching and healing in Galilee it 

would be impossible not to consider Galilee as an important place of attachment for 

Jesus (cf. Matthew 13:1-2; Mark 4:1-2). The gospels of Matthew and Mark tell us that a 

very large crowd flocked around Jesus in Galilee as he began to teach beside the Sea of 

Galilee. Murphy-O’Connor (2008) claims that Jesus attracted far greater crowds and 

had more influence in Galilee than any other place. Another reason for the focus on 

Galilee may have been the arrest of John the Baptist. The gospel of Matthew says, 

“When Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew into Galilee” (Matthew 

4:12). Similarly Mark writes, “After John was arrested Jesus came into Galilee preaching 

the gospel of God” (Mark 1:14). From these two passages one might infer that Jesus was 

drawn to Galilee because he felt compelled to continue what John had started, a 

ministry that was terminated with the Baptist’s arrest (Murphy-O’Connor, 2008). 

Another scholar suggests that the focus on Galilee arose from it being a Jewish centre of 

72



   

power, marking the space where God first had an encounter with the Israelites in the 

Old Testament as they forged their identity as the people of God (cf. Freyne, 1980).  

One could also consider Galilee as a place that symbolised the oppressed and 

marginalised. Jesus himself relates the incident of Pilate “mingling the blood of the 

Galileans with their sacrifices” in Luke 13:1-3.  Jesus’ compassion towards the Galileans 

as a marginalised people is evident, “Do you suppose that these Galileans were worse 

sinners than all other Galileans, because they suffered such things?” Historically, Galilee 

was the headquarters of major revolutionary movements against Roman oppression and 

as a result Galilean Jews were mostly crucified by the Roman soldiers than Jews of any 

other region. Many of the rebel Galilean Jews were crucified, and women and children 

sold into slavery (cf. Schurer, 1973, p. 332). Aside from this, Galilee was despised by 

‘pure’ Jews and seen as the land of the rejected, outcasts, and foreigners. Schurer (1973) 

remarks that people escaping from the puritans of Judea would often run to Galilee. 

This was the same place where Jesus found Mary Magdalene and set her free of “demon 

possession” (cf. Luke 8:2). 

The difficulties faced by Mary the mother of Jesus in Galilee should also be 

considered as part of the reason why this sacred place for the poor was central in the 

agenda of Jesus during his earthly ministry. Johnson (2009) suggests that studying the 

Galilean context of Mary’s life can provide rich material for understanding the 

significance of Galilee in the Bible as a significant place that helps us to locate the 

dynamism of God’s holy love in the Christian life. Johnson first presents Galilee as a 

social location that marks Mary’s time and place, serving as shorthand for the 

significance of God’s preference for the “lowly” of the earth. Gutierrez (1991) 

underscores the “lowliness” of Mary’s condition in his book The God of Life using the 

term tapeinosis, which connotes a state of oppression and affliction. Gutierrez argues 

that Mary’s tapeinosis drew God to look upon her with a gaze of affection, causing her 

spirit to leap for joy in Luke 1:52-53. Mary’s tapeinosis took place in Galilee as she 

struggled to explain the circumstances surrounding her premarital pregnancy to his 

betrothed husband Joseph (cf. McKenzie, 1985). Mary’s prophetic song in the gospel of 

Luke characterizes God’s intervention through an event that was considered scandalous 

(Ross, 1991).  
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He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble. 

He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty 

(Luke 1:52-53).  

 

Mary sounds like a prophet of the poor, and seems a marginalized person in this 

gospel of Luke. Johnson (2009) argues that taking Galilee out of this context of 

experience strips the text of its strength and meaning. The Galilean Mary in the text 

represents the hope of the marginalized as a “woman who has suffered and been 

vindicated” (Johnson, 2009, p.342). The experience of Mary in Galilee suggests this 

biblical place as a space where God meets with the “lowly” and “broken”; a care-giving 

target of proximity for the lowly. Given the different contextual theologies associated 

with identifying the Galilean space as a sacred place for reaching out to the lowly and 

oppressed, either through the ministry of Jesus or the life of Mary, shade light on the 

nature of God as One who freely reveals himself to those stuck on the underside of 

history as a source of hope and salvation. Taken together, attachment to Galilee signals 

an identification with the poor and marginalised in time and history.  

Equally, the instruction of Jesus to his disciples in the gospels to meet with him 

in Galilee after his resurrection highlights this biblical place as a very important sacred 

space for Jesus. Matthew 26:32 reads, “After I have been raised, I will go before you to 

Galilee.” After the resurrection of Jesus, Mary Magdalene and a fellow mourner were 

instructed to notify the disciples that Jesus was going before them into Galilee where 

they would see him (cf. Matthew 28:7; Matthew 28:9-10). As the women were on their 

way to convey the message to the disciples, Jesus appeared to them for the second time 

and said “Greetings...Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there 

they will see me” (Matthew 28: 9-10). Matthew 28:16 later shows how the disciples went 

to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go, and they “worshipped him” 

there (cf. Matthew 28:17).  

Jesus’ relationship with Jerusalem is clearly different from that of Galilee. 

Jerusalem is far from being a safe haven for Jesus; on the contrary, it is a place where, 

according to the gospels, Jesus goes to ‘suffer and to die’. If Jesus’ relationship to 

Jerusalem can be seen as an attachment relationship at all, it is best seen an ambivalent, 

insecure attachment. Some have drawn a contrast between Galilee as a place of 
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revelation and redemption, and Jerusalem as a place of rejection. That comparison can 

be overdone, as Davies (1974) points out, but clearly Galilee is a place of safety in a way 

that Jerusalem is not. However, Davies is surely right that Jerusalem is the inevitable 

messianic centre. Galilee may be a safe place of origin and retreat, but Jerusalem has a 

magnetic draw that cannot be gainsaid. Its dominance is unmistakable, rather than like 

of Mount Sinai in the Old Testament, even if it is debatable in what sense, if at all, Jesus 

can be said to have an attachment relationship to Jerusalem. 

 

Place Attachment for Early Christians 

The New Testament also provides material relevant to the place attachment of 

early Christians in the period after the end of his earthly life. The secondary literature on 

the significance of place in early Christianity is not extensive, though Davies (1974) is 

again invaluable; Walker (1990) is useful too, and Inge (2003, chapter 2) provides a 

helpful summary. It is clear that there are two strands in the early Christians’ place 

attachment in the New Testament period. One is a continuing attachment to the land 

where Jesus lived and dies, and especially to Jerusalem; the other is the idea that 

Christianity in some sense transcends place attachment. These two potentially 

conflicting strands are held in some kind of balance.  

Jerusalem continued to play an important role throughout the New Testament as 

the sacred place associated with Jesus, and is more significant than Galilee. The arrest, 

trial, and suffering of Christ and his resurrection happened in Jerusalem. Khoury (1995) 

of the ‘Center for Religious and Heritage Studies in the Holy Land’ at Bethlehem 

University claims that the experiences of Jesus in Jerusalem are very symbolic for 

Christian pilgrims, and explain their place attachment to the holy city of Jerusalem. This 

makes Jerusalem a sacred place for Christians who are drawn to it as the place of 

spiritual cleansing associated with Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. It leads them to 

remember the suffering Christ as the ultimate attachment figure, who inspires people to 

walk towards holiness, and experience the safety that comes from his presence and 

proximity. Jerusalem embodies the sacredness of the presence of the risen Christ, from 

which he will return to judge all of mankind of sin and reign forever (cf. Idinopulos, 

1991; Isaiah 2:1-4; Isaiah 9:6-7; Isaiah 24:21-23; Joel 3:14-17,21; Micah 4:1-7; Zechariah 

2:10-13; Zechariah 8:2-3; Matthew 25:31; Revelation 3:21). Attachment connections to 
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Jerusalem thus arise because it was perceived as a place of proximity to the holy 

presence of God, making it a focus for spiritual purification and Christian pilgrimage. 

Aside from the different historical reasons for attachment to Jerusalem (cf. Peters, 1993; 

Idinopulos, 1991; Aviga, 1980), the Bible points towards other reasons that made 

Jerusalem such a significant place of attachment for followers of the three major 

religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam.  

Nevertheless, there are factors in the New Testament that point towards 

transcending place attachment. There are seeds of this in the gospels. At a number of 

points, Jesus dissociates himself from the idea that salvation is for Jews but not 

Samaritans; he visits Samaria freely and mixes with Samaritans. However, his most 

explicit remark about transcending place attachment is when, in conversation with a 

Samaritan woman, he looks forward to the time when the Father will be worshipped 

“neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem” but “in spirit and truth” (Jn. 4: 21-4).  

Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place 

where we must worship is in Jerusalem.” “Woman,” Jesus replied, “believe me, a 

time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in 

Jerusalem. You Samaritans worship what you do not know; we worship what we 

do know, for salvation is from the Jews. Yet a time is coming and has now come 

when the true worshipers will worship the Father in the Spirit and in truth, for 

they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks. God is spirit, and his worshipers 

must worship in the Spirit and in truth (Jn. 4:20-24). 

 

As seen in the above passage, the gospel of John introduces a new paradigm shift 

for understanding the theology of place attachment in the New Testament. This 

revelation seems to be moving God’s people from an ancient framework analogous to 

the Jewish traditions of the day to a cosmic, trans-spatial view that recognises God as a 

ubiquitous force - the king of the whole earth - so that every place is now seen as sacred. 

Thus making it feat to make a case for the missional agenda of Christianity, which is 

summarised in Mt 28:18-20 as making disciples of all nations, since Christ now has “all 

76



   

authority in heaven and on earth”.4 This paradigm shift has huge universal implications 

as it presents the Christian faith as a trans-spatial faith that ought to be embodied as 

part of our being, as every believer becomes a resident space for the operation of the 

Holy Spirit in a world that needs healing. Paul speaks of this shift as he reminds the 

early Christians that their “bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit”, who is in them, whom 

they have received from God through the death and resurrection of Jesus (cf. 1 Corin. 

6:19). Paul even takes this further, “You are not your own; you were bought at a price. 

Therefore, honor God with your bodies” (1 Corin. 6:20). The place attachment 

experience of Jesus Christ in Jerusalem gave birth to a new paradigm shift that 

embraces the uniqueness of the human being as the resident space of God. Secular 

philosophers like Badiou (1988) and Zizek (1989) also recognise this paradigm.   

Badiou (1988), for example, talks about a place of ontology in his book Being and 

Event, referring to place attachment in this context as the science of being qua being or 

being in itself, a situation of being wherein an individual finds realisation and 

reconciliation with truth within themselves. In other words, all truth is post-evental. 

Similar line of thought is seen in Zizek’s (1989) idea of a place of blindness, where he 

describes a phenomenon as such subject to an uncanny experience “similar to the one 

summarized by the old oriental formula ‘thou art that’ [‘Tat Tvam Asi’]” (p.11). Zizek 

sees the ontology of place realised in the external effectivity of the exchange process 

within a place, calling it a misrecognition scene in which people are blind to the actual 

staging of their own thought and “the theatre in which your truth was performed before 

you took cognizance of it” (p. 11). Drawing from these two schools of thought, one could 

argue then that the aftermath of the attachment experience of Jesus in Jerusalem 

afforded Christians a sense of reconciliation with truth, in a way that their relationship 

with God can now be realised without any external place event or influences. On the 

contrary, Counted (in press) in his Circle of Place Spirituality thesis has argued that 

place is the product of an emotional attachment to God, on the basis that a relationship 

with God is often the outcome of one’s place experience and cannot be legitimately 

                                                           
4 A special thanks to one of the reviewers for recommending that we elaborate more on the NT teaching on 

trans-spatial faith whilst providing helpful lines to capture this thought. Most of the keywords used in this 
paragraph were copied from his/her peer-review comments.  
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realised without certain triggers (e.g. individual needs, intentions, emotion, motivation 

and personal experiences) in a place.5   

Bartholomew (2011) concurs with the idea of a trans-spatial faith in his treatment 

of place in the New Testament, arguing that the idea of place in Christianity must 

embrace concepts such as new creation, being in Christ, the kingdom of God, among 

others. Bartholomew refers to God as a "co-inhabitant in place", since He dwells in the 

believer through the agency of His Spirit (p.31). Davis (1974) exceptionally treats the 

theme of place and trans-spatial faith in the New Testament magisterially. He saw the 

concept of place among the early Christians as a metaphor than as material reality, 

seeing Jesus as the replacement of place: it is in Him that Christians find their rest, not 

in a geographical place. This is often referred to as “place dependence” and “place 

identity” in environmental psychology (cf. Counted, 2016; Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001), 

where an individual is drawn to activities, events, career opportunities, among others, 

that are in a place for their life- survival and continuity.  As the individual is drawn to 

these understandings of place and depends on such place for their security, it often leads 

to place identity which is where the individual starts developing certains attributes of a 

place, e.g. accent, lifestyle etc. This ideology of place attachment is reflected in the 

attachment of the early Christians to Jesus whom they depend on as their ‘inheritance’ 

as a community of faith; it is in Him they find rest and peace in difficult times (cf. 1 Pet. 

1:4; Heb. 3-4, 12:1-2; Eph. 1:3). Attachment to or dependence on Jesus leads to the 

development of a Jesus identity, which is a form of place (Jesus) identity where the 

Christian is conformed to the image of Jesus Christ as a ‘new creation’ for the sake of 

others (cf. Jn. 1:12; Eph. 1:5; Col. 2:9-10; 1 Cor. 6:17; 1 Cor. 12:27; 1 Pet. 2:9; Gal. 3:27-

28; 1 Cor. 6:19-20). The New Testament concern with place is broadened to embrace the 

person of Jesus as the ideal locus of place which the Old Testament place theology 

ultimately reveals. Brueggemann (2002) even saw Jesus as the material reality of place 

attachment in the Old Testament theology. Therefore, to be in Christ and developing 

                                                           
5 Nonetheless, while we recognise a paradigm shift in the way the New Testament conveys the idea of place 

attachment, we wish to emphasize that place still plays an important role since one’s religious life can be 
subjected to a range of place experiences. For instance, a sense of insecurity in a place can activate the need 
to stimulate attachment with an attachment figure who is wiser and stronger and can help in the process of 
emotional meaning-making (cf. Counted & Zock, in press; Counted, Watts, & Moustapha, in press).  
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attachment to the person of Jesus has replaced attachment to place as the ideal religious 

life (cf. Davis, 1974).  

The Acts of the Apostles also indicates a good deal of debate about the extent to 

which the Jerusalem church should be the seat of authority for the emerging Christian 

movement, and whether gentile converts to Christianity should be expected to conform 

to Jewish customs. St Paul increasingly asserts a doctrine that all human divisions are 

transcended in Christ (Galatians 3: 27-9). That implies a degree of transcendence of 

Christian attachments to any particular place, though Christians have continued to build 

and consecrate sacred spaces for worship, and continue to reverence the places where 

Jesus lived and died. One way of reconciling these two strands, as Davies (1974) 

suggests is to associate Jerusalem and the Holy Land with the Jesus of history, and to 

see the Christ of Faith as being universal and transcending space and time. Luke’s story 

of the ascension of Jesus (Acts 1: 6-11) can be understood as marking a final transition 

from the presence of Jesus being localised to transcending time and place. 

 

Towards A Theology of Biblical Place Attachment 

The notion of place in the Bible is a tricky one. When taken literally, this can lead 

to doctrinal complications. A good example is Ps. 90:1, "You Lord have been our 

dwelling place." A literal interpretation of the text suggests that God is a place deity. 

This was what Bartholomew (2011) warns about, urging scholars to rather have a well-

thought-out conceptualisation of the concept of place and avoid interpreting place 

literally in the Bible. Thus the first step to a fine treatment of biblical place theology 

would be to refrain from the overly literal reading of place in the Bible.  

An understanding of biblical place attachment raises basic theological questions 

about the conception of the nature of the God of the Old Testament and New Testament 

as a divine Force that reveals Himself within the context of place. Most events in the 

Bible happen in a significant place and God reveals himself in a way that is related to 

particular places and territory. Associations between God and place are close. For 

example, the worship of God in a foreign land suggests a departure from God, and raises 

questions about the possibility of cultic worship outside a recognized sacred place. In 

the Old Testament there is a perception that God establishes his affection and 

attachment bonding with his creation within a special place (Frankel, 2011, p.77-137). 
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On these grounds we submit that a theology of biblical place attachment will see the God 

of Israel primarily as a God of place. Furthermore, a theology of biblical place 

attachment will not only look at how the identity of the nation of Israel was defined in 

particular spatial settings, as rooted in the ideology of sustaining proximity to God, but 

will also reflect theologically on how “God's self-revelation takes place in history, in 

specific times, and places, rather than in the Platonic realm of eternal ideas” (Johnson, 

2009, p.328). An analysis of biblical place attachment emphasizes that place 

experiences are not only biographical but are also profoundly theological in character, as 

the Bible reflects the kairos of the biblical figures involved. At the same time, their 

witness to this kairos keeps a sound link to biblical place as the locus of those gracious 

moments of encounter with God.  

Time and place are closely linked in biblical theology, though place has received 

less attention than time. A theology of biblical place attachment will be linked to how 

history bears the key to divine engagement with the world. Examining key events in 

biblical history can reveal God on the ‘underside’ of human history, as people experience 

God as a source of hope and an ultimate attachment figure in times of oppression and 

meaninglessness, lest an emphasis on the “Transcendence of God” as “One” becomes 

separated from God’s creation. The theology of biblical place attachment pictures 

biblical history as the locus of God’s saving encounters with his creation, in a way that 

coheres with the belief that God is immanent to creation. Ellacuria (1993, p. 251) 

concludes that “The great salvific, revealing, and communicating acts of God have taken 

place in history” and thus underscore God’s immanence. God reveals himself on Mount 

Sinai, frees the Hebrew slaves from Egypt, leads them into the promised land of Canaan, 

vindicates an oppressed pregnant woman in the person of Mary of Nazareth, and is 

incarnate in the life of Jesus; all these point to moments, places, and concrete events 

“where the ineffable graciousness of God becomes usually present, knowable, and 

effective” (Johnson, 2009, p.339).   

Though there is a strong case for the role of place attachment in the Bible, the 

attachments we have examined differ among themselves in interesting ways. In the Old 

Testament there are attachments to Mount Sinai, Canaan, and Jerusalem, but they are 

all of different kinds. Sinai is the seat of authority and holiness and a target for 

proximity engagement between God and the children of Israel. The Promised Land of 
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Canaan plays a very key role, and exile from it is both traumatic and idolatrous. 

Jerusalem is more of a cultural creation, but becomes a very important source of 

identity. In the New Testament, both Galilee and Jerusalem play significant roles in the 

ministry of Jesus, but in different ways. Galilee seems to be a safe haven for the lowly 

and oppressed, but Jerusalem had a special magnetic draw for a messianic figure. After 

Jesus' death, there is an interesting ambiguity about where the disciples will find him 

again, whether Jesus had gone ahead of them to Galilee, or whether they should wait in 

Jerusalem for the gift of the spirit. As Christianity develops there is also an interesting 

balance between a continuing reverence for Jerusalem as the locus of Jesus’ death and 

resurrection, and the belief that Christianity transcends attachment to any particular 

place. 

 

Conclusion  

In this exploration of place attachment within biblical narrative we have provided 

a psychological approach to interpreting the Bible while making a case for a theology of 

biblical place attachment.  This was done by adopting attachment theory as a 

springboard for examining the role of place attachment in in the Bible and analyzing 

various significant place events in the Bible. Pointing to the spatial engagements of the 

God of the Bible with humanity has allowed us to explore the nature of God’s imminence 

and mystery as a transcendent Force experienced within the context of place, while 

recognising that belief in the Christian God transcends attachment to any particular 

place. We have argued that God’s divine nature is not safeguarded by placing him 

beyond time and space, but by recognizing his involvement in human history as he 

embraces everything freely on the human underside of history. 
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Chapter 4   

 

Place Spirituality: an attachment perspective12 

 

Abstract 

The expression of attachment to the divine in certain places among different groups 

has been documented by anthropologists and sociologists for decades. However, the 

psychological processes by which this happens are not yet fully understood. This paper 

focuses on the concept of “place spirituality” (PS) as a psychological mechanism, which 

allows the religious believer or non-believer to achieve an organized attachment 

strategy, involving the interplay of place and spiritual attachment. First, PS is 

considered as an experience which satisfies the attachment relationship criteria, in 

that geographic places and divine entities can be perceived as “objects” of attachment. 

Secondly, it is proposed that the maturational aspects of attachment repertoire in 

adults makes the PS experience possible since adults’ cognitive abilities are much 

wider than those of children and can include relationships to geographical spaces and 

invisible divine entities. Finally, the theme of PS is explored to further position the 

concept as a relational paradigm for understanding the relationship between place 

experiences and spiritual attachment. 

 

Introduction 

Days after the series of coordinated terror attacks of November 13, 2015, in Paris, 

which left 130 victims dead, many Parisians were seen singing spiritual songs in public 

places3 as they honoured those who had lost their lives, and at the same time 

confronted their own fears (CNN, 2015). A Paris resident4 interviewed by CNN was 

                                                           
1 Corresponding Author: Victor Counted, School of Social Sciences and Psychology, Western Sydney 
University, Australia; Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies, University of Groningen, 
Netherlands 
2 Co-author: T.H. Zock, Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies, University of Groningen, 
Netherlands 
3 Watch the video via this link: https://youtu.be/SBWj3ZvwoHM.  
4 The CNN interview with Victoria Setga can be watched online via the following youtube link: 
https://youtu.be/fN262KwkeOw. 
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reported as saying that after the attack most of the people she knew turned to religion 

and began to pray “even [though] they don’t believe in God” (CNN, 2015). This 

sentiment revives the long-standing discourse on the relationship between religion 

and place, showing that emotional bonds to place (Low & Altman, 1992), and 

attachment-based spirituality (Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990), are important lenses for 

understanding place spirituality (PS) as a form of religious behaviour and 

representation (Counted, 2018).  

This understanding of PS as an attachment-based model is reflected in a study 

by Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2004) who examined the relationship between religion 

and emotional attachment to place, arguing that the meanings given to certain places 

can be as a result of the sacred status of such settings which bring individuals closer to 

a divine entity or a sacred object. Counted and Watts (2017, p.219) also reason that PS 

is an ancient phenomenon, based on several biblical accounts of its importance. For 

example, in the Old Testament there are attachments to Jerusalem, Canaan, and 

Mount Sinai, even though they differ among themselves in interesting ways. 

Attachment to Canaan plays a key role in the nationhood of Israel and exile from it is 

considered idolatrous and traumatic. Mount Sinai was seen as the seat of authority 

and a place for experiencing Jehovah. Jerusalem is a place for cultural creation and 

identity formation for the Israelites. However, in the New Testament, a different 

understanding of place spirituality is seen as the early Christians developed reverence 

for Jerusalem as the place of Jesus’ death and resurrection, and the belief that their 

faith transcends attachment to any particular place (Counted & Watts, 2017). 

The case for PS in the Paris events above, and in the studies by Mazumdar and 

Mazumdar (2004), and Counted and Watts (2017), provide insights for understanding 

the relationship between religion and place. For example, they show how the aesthetics 

and features of a place can facilitate devotion to the sacred and the ways in which 

religious believers and non-believers relate to the sacred in a particular geographic 

setting through events (e.g., war conflicts, terror attacks, violence, protests), rituals, 

artefacts, and storytelling. They also show how religious belief systems (e.g., 

Christianity) may transcend attachment to any particular place (Counted & Watts, 

2017), and position place as the byproduct of an emotional attachment to God 

(Counted, in press). These conceptualisations consider PS experience as the 
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attachment bonds established between individuals, places, and their religious objects 

of attachment. 

Nonetheless, PS remains an important undiluted area of conversation in the 

psychology of religion research. This is because the concept of PS can help us to see 

how the divine is present in a place through the experiences of people and how several 

core aspects of religious behaviour represent real manifestations of PS. In this paper, 

we propose that such experiences can provide a unique window into the maturational 

aspects of attachment processes in adulthood, showing how relationships can be 

maintained with spatial settings and religious objects of attachment. 

While drawing on several studies (e.g., Ainsworth, 1982; Ainsworth, Blehar, 

Waters, & Wall, 1978; Counted & Watts, 2017; Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016; 

Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990; Low & Altman, 1992; Scannell & Gifford, 2014), we 

propose an understanding of religious behaviour in terms of PS, which integrates with 

the relationship with attachment surrogates (e.g., a place with a divine entity). This 

perspective is based on the idea that adults can have more and richer attachments than 

those experienced by infants towards their parents. We argue that such adult 

attachments can be expressed through different patterns. For example, individuals can 

become attached to people who are important to them in a place, architectural designs 

of a place, and meanings they attribute to a place. Any of these relational connections 

may lead to spiritual significance and meaningful spiritual experiences that are 

symbolic of life changes, in such a way that place is imagined by the individual as an 

object of attachment. This paper offers ways in which these different PS experiences 

can be understood in relation to two separate developmental theories: attachment to 

God and place attachment. In the final section, an attempt is made to integrate both 

theories in order to conceptualise PS as the relationship between place experiences 

and spiritual attachment that involves maintaining a relationship with a divine entity 

or sacred object. 

 

Relational Spirituality and Attachment to God 

There is a widespread misconception about the meaning of religion, such that it is 

often conceptualised to mean beliefs about the sacred. Watts (2017) has contested this 

view, arguing that religion is, at the core, different from spirituality. The former 
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involves religious practices and institutionalised character of religious beliefs, whereas 

the latter is about belief and the personal character of spiritual transcendence. 

McCarroll, O’Connor, and Meakes (2005) and Piedmont (1999) reason that 

spirituality differs in many ways from religion due to its changing, dynamic 

constitutive trait and attribute as a broad-based relational domain and language term 

that involves universality, prayer fulfilment, and connectedness. These two 

contrasting views are important for our study, as we focus on spirituality, not religion, 

as a relational domain that captures important psychological qualities that are 

important for personal development, self-transcendence, and meaning-making 

(Benson, Roehlkepartain, & Rude, 2003). 

Literature on the psychology of religion also offers different interpretations of 

relational spirituality. For example, Tomlinson, Glenn, Paine, and Sandage (2016) 

indicate that the various ways in which relational spirituality has been interpreted over 

the past few decades, show that many conceptualisations on the topic often overlap 

with each other. After a careful examination of the different propositions on the 

subject, it seems that relational spirituality is mostly discussed within two categories: 

one which interprets spirituality as a cognitive appraisal of existential issues, and the 

other sees it as experiential knowledge of the divine. The former draws mostly on 

Fairbairn (1952) whose object relations theory recognises relational spirituality in 

connection to the cognitive appraisal of stress and coping when one experiences being 

in a relationship with the divine. Rizzuto (1979) describes this aspect of relational 

spirituality as God representations. Davis, Moriarty, and Mauch (2013) refer to this 

cognitive representation of the divine as the head knowledge of God through which 

the relational dynamics with a religious figure or sacred object serve as a coping 

mechanism for appraising stressors and interpersonal struggles. 

On the other hand, the second category of relational spirituality is seen in the 

application of psychoanalytic theory and developmental psychology, in particular 

attachment theory, and often interpreted as the heart-knowledge of God (Davis et al., 

2013). Kirkpatrick and Shaver (1990) introduced this heart-knowledge of God in the 

study of psychology of religion, and it was further developed by Granqvist and 

colleagues (Granqvist, 1998; Granqvist, Ivarsson, Broberg, & Hagekull, 2007; 

Granqvist, Mikulincer, & Shaver, 2010). Considerable evidence supports this second 

view of relational spirituality which is shaped primarily through implicit relational and 
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experiential representations of the divine that are essential to faith development (Hall, 

2004, 2007). 

Drawing on the two relational traditions mentioned above, it is argued that 

relational spirituality is not learned but shaped in the course of one’s developmental 

processes and references to relational experiences with the self, a religious figure, and 

close others. Kirkpatrick (1994, 1995, 2005) first pioneered the idea that relational 

spirituality can best be understood through the lens of attachment psycho-biology. He 

argued that a relationship with a divine entity (e.g., God) can be explained as an 

attachment process due to the bond of affection between the believer and their 

religious figure in terms of adaptation to a variety of biological and environmental 

factors. In other words, the same panoply of feelings that accompany human 

attachment figures is present in divine attachment figures. Granqvist and Kirkpatrick 

(2016) concur with this understanding of relational spirituality in which core aspects 

of religious behaviour represent manifestations of attachment processes, particularly 

in adults, even though most religious figures may be physically invisible (e.g., God, 

Jesus, Mary, Allah, etc.). 

The application of adult attachment theory in the study of psychology of religion 

has been received by religious scholars with both doubt and interest. Part of the reason 

for this theoretical anxiety is because most divine entities are often physically invisible 

as human attachment figures. Despite this argument, Cicirelli (2004) reasons that 

adults are likely to form attachment with divine entities and sacred objects due to their 

increased cognitive abilities over children, and may depend on the knowledge of the 

whereabouts of their objects of attachment to maintain proximity. Luna (2009) has 

also argued that adults have stronger cognitive control and motivation than infants, 

which may guide their behaviour and enhance their affective processes. The ability to 

maintain attachment with physically invisible divine entities is a result of the cognitive 

control in most adults that may be associated with their response inhibition and 

working memory (Fuster, 1997a, 1997b). These two brain functions are central 

components of prefrontal cortex and executive function, which are peculiar to adults 

and only develop during adolescence (Luna, Padmanabhan, & O'Hearn, 2010; Miller 

& Cohen, 2001). Response inhibition enables adults to voluntarily select a specific 

goal-oriented task while suppressing responses that may be contrary to the task. 

Working memory allows the individual to retain important information in the brain in 
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order to manage a planned, goal-directed response (Luna, Garver, Urban, Lazar, & 

Sweeney, 2004). Both cognitive processes (i.e., response inhibition and working 

memory) work together to support individual goals that are driven by (attachment) 

behaviour. One of the aims of such behaviour is to attain a sense of “felt security” 

through visual and imaginary proximity with objects of attachment (e.g., God) that 

may be non-observable or mystical (Sroufe & Waters, 1977). 

Central to most monotheistic religions is the belief in God with whom one seeks 

a personal relationship as a faithful follower. Proximity to God is maintained and 

sustained through having a relationship that might require commitment to Him 

through religious involvements such as prayer, fasting, scripture reading, rituals, 

meditation, and other demonstrations of religious attachment behaviour. These might 

be some of the ways in which religious believers maintain attachment with the divine 

due to their increased cognitive abilities. This cognitive control enables them to have 

attachment satisfaction through visual or verbal contact with non-corporeal divine 

entities simply through the belief in their existence. In Christianity for example, the 

relationship dimension with God, or Jesus Christ, is central to how believers evaluate 

their faith and is activated through perceiving the divine based on attachment-related 

descriptors as a “benevolent”, “comforting”, “loving”, and “protective” figure, as 

opposed to being “unreachable” and “impersonal” (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). 

Biblical history is full of stories of people’s dynamic relationship with Jehovah 

God as a safe haven to turn for protection and hope, and as a secure base for exploring 

the world of danger and individual growth. The psalms of King David signify these 

divine attributes of God as omnipresent (cf. Psalm 139:7-10), omnipotent (cf. Psalm 

33:6), and loving (cf. Psalm 136:26; Psalm 103:8) attachment figure. This perception 

of the divine may be different in Islam and Judaism. Muslim believers relate to God 

differently as an attachment figure than Christians, in that the Islamic faith teaches 

that the best way to have a relationship with God is to obey his commands because 

God is beyond comprehension. Nonetheless, Bonab, Miner, and Proctor (2013) argue 

that Allah can also function as an attachment figure for Muslim believers and that most 

of the Islamic rituals and behaviours are based on proximity-seeking to Allah. Bonab 

et al. (2013) further suggest five types of Islamic texts which posit Allah as an 

attachment figure: a) the divine attributes or names of Allah that signify him as caring 

and nourishing; b) Quranic stories that denote the dynamic attachment relationship 
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between Allah and his prophets/servants; c) Quranic verses that support the caring 

nature of Allah; d) Islamic sayings and prophetic nuggets that underscores Allah’s 

caring attribute; and e) individual supplications which reveal Muslim believers’ 

relationship with Allah. 

In addition to the examples above, the expression of a personal relationship 

with God in Judaism is seen as a covenant relationship. According to Counted and 

Watts (2017), this relationship is related to the Jewish national identity and 

established in the context of place, such that exile from it (i.e., the Promised Land of 

Canaan) is both traumatic and idolatrous. The theme of “place” is important in the 

Jewish spiritual life, even though this has often been ignored. The story of Jewish 

attachment spirituality starts with the story of Abraham, the patriarch of Judaism, who 

was commanded by Jehovah God to “Get out of your country, from your family and 

from your father’s house, to a land that I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). Abraham’s 

journey, and that of his children’s-children, to find the Promised Land of Canaan is a 

chronicle that signifies both God’s caring nature as an attachment figure, and as one 

who provides for and protects his children in the wilderness (Counted & Watts, 2017). 

The activation of the attachment system is based on the interaction between the 

individual and their attachment figure. Frequent repetition of this interaction 

generates an unconscious psychological framework of attachment relationship known 

as the internal working model, which is the manifestation of a long-term bond with 

an attachment figure. The internal working model also serves as the framework for 

exploring relationships with attachment surrogates in relation to the quality of their 

interaction. When the quality of interaction with the attachment figure is 

compromised by negative affective states, the attachment is described as insecure: 

anxious/ambivalent, avoidant and dismissive, or disorganised (Ainsworth et al., 1978; 

Main & Solomon, 1990). However, when the quality of care in the relationship is 

positively affected by the interaction with the attachment figure the attachment is 

described as secure (Ainsworth et al., 1978). The internal working model is the 

“foundation for understanding how attachment processes operate in adult 

relationships” (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000, p. 155). It is also the basis upon which 

attachment scholars such as Kirkpatrick (1998) and colleagues (Granqvist & 

Kirkpatrick, 2016; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990) have formulated their theories of 

proximity behaviour in attachment-religion processes. 
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A divine entity can assume the role of an attachment figure (Granqvist & 

Kirkpatrick, 2016), especially in situations where the primary attachment figure is no 

longer available. Kirkpatrick and Shaver (1990) describe this as the compensation 

model, arguing that a history of unsatisfactory attachments with primary caregivers 

may predispose the individual to form attachment with a divine attachment surrogate 

who can compensate for their insecure attachments. This ‘compensation’ model of 

religious attachment was first reported in the findings of Kirkpatrick and Shaver 

(1990), and have been strongly supported by additional quantitative (e.g., Granqvist 

& Kirkpatrick, 2004; Halama, Gasparikova, & Sabo, 2013; Hall, Fujikawa, Halcrow, & 

Hill, 2009; Schnitker, Porterb, Emmons, & Barretta, 2012) and qualitative studies 

(e.g., Counted, 2016a, 2016c; Proctor, Miner, McLean, & Bonab, 2009). 

Another proposed model of religious attachment, the correspondence 

hypothesis, shows how the religious believer models their previous attachment 

experiences (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). While some 

may compensate for their unsatisfactory attachments by developing a relationship 

with the divine through their involvement in theistic religion or new age spirituality 

(Granqvist et al., 2007), others may try to model their previous attachment experience 

onto their relationship with a religious figure. Here, God functions as a security-

enhancing figure in relation to the internal working model (IWM) of attachment. 

There is no precise hierarchical structure to the IWM of God. Some believers may 

perceive their religious figure to be “sensitive”, “available”, “benevolent”, or model a 

negative representation of God in which the divine is perceived as “fear-provoking”, 

“unavailable”, and “insensitive”, depending on the experiences they have had with 

previous attachment figures. 

Essentially, a relationship experience with a divine attachment figure can meet 

the defining criteria of an attachment relationship since the believer develops a 

representation of a “living” divine entity that assures a sense of care that is controlled 

by the positive affective functions of the divine in caregiving situations (Rizzuto, 1979). 

To affirm a relationship with God as an attachment experience as such would represent 

God as a target for proximity-seeking religious behaviour, as a response to loss or 

separation from previous attachment, as a safe haven to turn to in times of danger and 

frightening situations, as a secure base to explore a world of imagined danger, and as 

a stronger and wiser friend in times of life’s uncertainties (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 
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2016). Depending on the need of the believer, a relationship with God is used as a 

medium to meet their longing for security enhancement, companionship, hope, and 

emotional support. An attachment to God can therefore be described as a relationship 

pattern that is maintained through various forms of religious behaviour that may 

involve spending time in prayer and fasting, involvement in a faith community, ritual 

practice, searching for God in Scriptures or sacred texts, among others. Experiencing 

a spiritual attachment with the divine allows the believer to perceive God as one who 

is in a relationship with them and involved in their daily routine of experience as a 

surrogate attachment. 

 

Place and Attachment 

An obvious starting point for applying attachment theory to the study of place is the 

notion that people have a special positive bond to some particular spatial settings. This 

notion is of particular interest in the fields of environmental psychology and human 

geography and has been supported by a number of empirical and theoretical research 

(Giuliani, 2003; Hidalgo & Hernández, 2001; Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001; Low & 

Altman, 1992). In this section, Bowlby’s attachment theory will be extended beyond 

the attachment-religion discourse to propose that non-religious figures, such as 

topical objects, may also fill the attachment relationship role in addition to, or instead 

of, God. It is also proposed that the relational bond with a spatial setting can also add 

to spiritual significance, whereby a place becomes an important setting for spiritual or 

religious experiences for a religious believer (e.g., Counted & Watts, 2017; Mazumdar 

& Mazumdar, 2004). 

The concept of place generally suggests an environmental locus through which 

the experiences and actions of individuals or a community are spatially drawn together 

(Casey, 2009; Seamon, 2012, 2014). This understanding of place has been studied 

under the umbrella of “place attachment” for the past two decades in environmental 

psychology and human geography (Low & Altman, 1992). Place attachment is 

recognised as the emotional component and quality that make-up the understanding 

of place to which people are drawn. Giuliani and Feldman (1993) reviewed the 

different cultural and developmental theories related to place attachment, and came 

to the conclusion that it is a positive emotional bond to a geographic setting and the 
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meaning attributed to that bond. This emotional quality of place is a bond centered on 

a perceived advantage afforded by place, or the function attached to a setting that 

represents the characteristics of an actual attachment figure. 

Researchers such as Morgan (2010) have argued that place attachment may be 

related to the internal working models of attachment in that it may be the consequence 

of childhood memories. In providing support for the remembrance of childhood place 

experiences among adults, Morgan (2010) proposes that these early memories are 

generalised into unconscious internal working models of place, which later on 

manifest "subjectively as a long-term positively affected bond to place known as place 

attachment" (p. 11). These memories create strong place-meanings and emotional 

bonds that stimulate proximity-seeking to such geographic settings, thereby making 

such places as targets for proximity even at adulthood. Aside from the emotional 

aspects, the natural and physical qualities of a place can stimulate proximity-seeking 

behaviours and to some extent, make the individual depend on a place (Counted, 

2016b). There are several ways proximity to place can be manifested. For example, 

studies suggest that people develop proximity to place by purchasing a home in a 

particular suburb and by displaying photos of an important landscape or scenery 

(Ryan & Ogilvie, 2001). This can also be expressed through repeat visitation to an 

important place (Kelly & Hosking, 2008; Tan, 2017), visualising a childhood place 

(Scannell & Gifford, 2017), or, in extreme situation, refusal to evacuate a place even 

though it is endangered (Billig, 2006; Donovan, Suryanto, & Utami, 2012). 

The idea that place may function as an object of attachment and embodies 

certain advantage reminiscent of attachment figures may also be because of the 

emotional qualities of place in terms of serving as a safe haven and secure base 

(Scannell & Gifford, 2014). As a safe haven, certain geographic places have the 

qualities of “survival and security” (Chatterjee, 2005; Counted & Watts, 2017; Giuliani, 

2003), serving as refuges for safety in times of instability (e.g., Billig, 2006). In terms 

of playing the role of a secure base, studies show that geographic places can afford the 

advantage of individual growth in terms of “goal support” (Kyle, Mowen, & Tarrant, 

2004), “social belonging” (Giuliani, 2003), “self-continuity”, “identity”, and “self-

esteem” (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). In addition, the social contacts and network 

of support that individuals have in a place can serve as a sense of safe haven and secure 

base respectively, making them turn to those resources or their social capital when in 
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danger (Brown et al., 2003) and when in need of exploring other places (Fried, 2000). 

People are drawn to objects of attachment because of their caregiving attributes to 

which the individual turn to for emotional regulation and attachment affiliation 

(Mikulincer, Shaver, Gillath, & Nitzberg, 2005). Against this backdrop, it is argued 

that place can equally provide similar enduring qualities that facilitate proximity, 

individual growth, and create a sense of security as an exalted attachment surrogate. 

Furthermore, place is represented as an object of attachment in our day-to-day 

engagements due to the interactions and activities that require our proximity to place. 

This proximity serves as a functional feature of attachment relationship in place 

experiences. Apart from “proximity to place” being a common feature of the place 

attachment discourse, another reason why attachment to place may be common in 

contemporary life is due to the environmental and social quality of a place in 

responding to psychological needs (Marcheschi, Laike, Brunt, Hansson, & Johansson, 

2015). According to attachment theory, attached individuals are most likely to turn to 

their objects of attachment when confronted by frightening events and negative 

emotions that activate their attachment system (Bowlby, 1982). Historically, 

geographic settings are often used as a reference point to describe places of refuge 

(Counted & Watts, 2017). Place attachment theory also gives another perspective to 

the migration crisis in Europe, in that the refugees fleeing there for help as a safe haven 

may have been drawn to the place as a perceived object of attachment. In an interesting 

view on the migration crisis in Europe, Cherson (2015) captures how Western Europe 

is seen as a better “object of attachment” than Eastern Europe and their homeland, 

promising survival and goal-support for Syrian refugees. 

[Syrian refugees] run to Europe...they do not want to stay in a poor Hungary, 

Serbia, Bulgaria; and even Spain, Greece and Portugal are not attractive to 

them. They are heading for Germany, the Netherlands and Great Britain, where 

wages and above all, social subsidies, are higher. This is what they want 

(Cherson, 2015, para. 13). 

The Syrian refugees seem to be drawn to Western Europe even though they have 

not explored those places physically. Perhaps this is one of the distinct ways in which 

attachment to place processes differ from other kinds of attachment. It seems that the 

Syrians were rather attached to the fantasy of a western European safe haven. This 

suggests that place attachment can happen either verbally or visually even without 
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being physically present at the place. Scannell and Gifford (2017) referred to this 

dimension of place attachment as “place visualisation” which is the function of place 

type, socio-demographic characteristics, and memory-support. It is therefore possible 

for people to turn to a place or the idea of (visualise) a place in times of danger because 

it is perceived as a safe haven. 

A theoretically ideal “place” of attachment would resemble a kind of hybrid 

image, combining the prototypical qualities of being supportive and protective of one’s 

life goals and security needs. Morgan (2010) observes how the remembrance of 

childhood places, i.e., family structure, family members, family culture, and even the 

wider culture and the environment itself, creates a unique attachment nostalgia or 

repulsion for a place. The way a place is experienced can be traced to the broader 

biographical frame of childhood memories, which can invoke working memories and 

emotional bonds through feelings of love, grief, pleasure, security, and identity. 

Childhood memories of a place, especially ones associated with grief and pain, can also 

influence how the individual relates to a place (Manzo, 2003). For example, the 

memories of the 2001 9/11 memorial location and the venue of the November 2015 

Paris attack, now serve as places to remember and honour victims that died during the 

terror attacks. 

 

Place and Spirituality 

As discussed in previous sections, place experiences and several aspects of relational 

spirituality could be interpreted as attachment processes. These relationship 

experiences were described as the maturational aspects of attachment development. 

It was argued that these adult attachment processes provide a window into a world of 

experience that takes into account the relationships with objects of attachment, 

serving as important points of reference for the construction of identity and religious 

behaviour. 

One way to look at the relationship between place and spirituality based on 

theories previously discussed is to consider it as a “transactional” process that 

amplifies the content of interactions between the individual and the objects of 

attachment (e.g., a geographic place and a divine entity). In other words, the ongoing, 

imagined interaction between the individual and the object of attachment could help 
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in understanding place spirituality as a transactional process involving two antithetical 

poles, such that one end of the pole serves as the sender of information and the other 

playing the role of the receiver of information (Berne, 1961). Berne saw the 

transactional process as a fundamental unit of social intercourse in which social 

actions are based upon the interactions between two objects in order to construct 

communication as a two-way, reciprocal process. In describing this transactional 

process, Berne (1961, 1964) argues that when we communicate we do so base on our 

feelings and physiological needs at the time of the communication, which determine 

what content we use at a particular time. In the context of place spirituality, this means 

that the individual experience emerges from the interactions between the content of 

their social behaviour (laden with feelings of exploration and needs for attachment 

affiliation to place or God) and the environmental setting that motivate such 

behaviour. 

Berne’s transactional theory might help to illuminate the relationship between 

place and spirituality. Hence, the first step towards understanding the concept of place 

spirituality would be to see it as a transactional process involving the religious believer 

and the objects of attachment, such that they are defined in relation to each other and 

affected by each other (Stokols & Schumaker, 1981; Thomas, 2001). This means that 

the religious believer can be drawn to a place and at the same time have a relationship 

with God, with both objects of attachment having a positive or negative effect on their 

religious experience. In other words, attachment to a geographic place could have a 

spiritual significance for religious believers, depending on the psychological needs that 

are stimulated by their environment. This spiritual significance enables them to make 

sense of life events, relationships, and the self, as they interact with the objects of 

attachment. 

Furthermore, the correspondence and compensation models of attachment can 

also be used to interpret the concept of place spirituality. For example, in the event 

that an object of attachment is perceived to be unsafe or unreliable, a compensatory 

attachment may be formed as the individual turns to another object for relationship. 

However, the correspondence transactional process can differ in that relationships can 

be maintained with an object of attachment as a way of enhancing the individual’s felt 

security and not necessarily because of relationship problems with another object 

(Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). The reciprocity generated through these two 
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transactional pathways (correspondence and compensation models) is central to the 

tenets of attachment. This is partly because the individual reinforces proximity to an 

object of attachment based on the effects of their internal working models which 

remain active in the attachment system (Russell & Snodgrass, 1987). 

Place spirituality demonstrates the interactions with objects of attachment, 

such as a place and a divine entity, serving as targets for proximity-seeking behaviour. 

These interactions allow for a to-and-fro oscillation of behaviour between two 

antithetical poles, as shown in Figures 1 and 2, which portray the transactional model 

of place spirituality using Marvin, Cooper, Hoffman, and Powell’s (2002) Circle of 

Security model (CoS). The CoS framework was developed by Marvin and colleagues in 

order to investigate the child’s circular pattern of movement with the attachment 

caregiver in the physical environment. According to CoS, the primary caregiver is seen 

as a safe haven for affect regulation and serves as a secure base for exploring the world 

as seen in Figure 1. We have adapted the CoS model to design a “Circle of Place 

Spirituality” (CoPS) which is the circular pattern of movement with objects of 

attachment in a transactional chain (also see Counted, in press), as shown in Figure 2. 

 

FIGURE 1 Circle of Security (© Cooper, Hoffman, Marvin, & Powell, 1999) 
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FIGURE 2 The Circle of Place Spirituality 

 

As shown in Figure 2, to understand place spirituality one should recognise the 

“to and fro” movement of the religious believer away from God to explore the world of 

opportunities around them (or towards God to escape a frightening world). When an 

object of attachment fails to fulfil its relationship role, the attached individual can be 

driven into a relationship with another object that can keep them feeling secure and 

protected (Bowlby, 1982; Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). 

Eventually, people may turn to God when they perceive a place to be dangerous and 

harmful to their well-being, especially during war or conflict, natural disasters, terror 

attacks, police brutality and protests, among other factors. Turning to prayer, showing 

interest in religious participation (e.g., going to church), and reading scriptures or 

religious texts (e.g., the Bible or the Quran), are ways in which such attachment can be 

formed. Place events can create a sense of place dissatisfaction, prompting individuals 

who find themselves within such spaces to develop a connection to the divine; a 

relationship that is aimed at assuring security, emotional meaning, healing, and hope. 

Alternatively, religious believers are likely to turn to the social activities and 

environmental qualities of a place when they feel abandoned by God or perceive Him 
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to not exist. When an object of attachment loses its magnetic draw, people who were 

once drawn to it may look elsewhere for attachment. 

To illustrate, we draw some insights using the incident of the Paris attack in 

November 2015, which was cited in the introductory section of this paper. One Paris 

resident, Victoria Setga, seemed to be attached to her environment but after the terror 

attack there was a sudden shift in her attachment affiliation whereby instead of Paris 

being her place of attachment she felt the need to explore a relationship with God, 

another potential object of attachment, through the medium of prayer. She reasoned 

that the terror attack made people "pray even though [they] don't believe in God," with 

some residents forming spiritual attachments which manifested in their singing the 

religious song “Hallelujah” by Jeff Buckley5. 

Alternatively, another example of exchanging one object of attachment for 

another is the case where Victoria could be a religious believer from a very poor socio-

economic background who moved from a very religious country to secular Europe. In 

her new environment, Victoria realised that her dreams and aspirations would be met 

in her new abode regardless of whether she prayed or not. And as a result, she decided 

to ignore her relationship with God, and explore the opportunities in her new 

environment, even though she needed to learn about the new place to understand how 

to achieve her goal. However, as an additional example, Victoria might just as well 

have decided not to ignore her relationship with God and also spend quality time in 

her new place of abode. 

As illustrated by the three possible scenarios above, we can see how objects of 

attachment seem to send transactional information to Victoria as the receiver of the 

information, offering a sense of hope, meaning, and enhanced security. In other words, 

Victoria seems to maximize her attention to attachment-related information that led 

her to either explore a relationship with God or her environment as an object of 

attachment. As long as the object of attachment continues to provide satisfactory 

emotional quality and growth opportunities in the context of more disruptive 

experiences (e.g., terror attacks, war or conflict, natural disasters), this adjustment 

would allow the individual to achieve a sense of place spirituality as an organized 

workable attachment strategy. We come to the conclusion that place spirituality 

                                                           
5 Watch the videos via these links: https://youtu.be/SBWj3ZvwoHM and 
https://youtu.be/fN262KwkeOw. 
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directs our attention to the benefits received by the religious believer or non -believer 

through relationships with a geographic place or the divine, which determine the 

extent to which they either explore or draw close to objects of attachment in a 

transactional chain. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

Conceptualising place spirituality from an attachment perspective has been the 

primary task of this paper. We started by highlighting the various traditional concepts 

regarding relational spirituality in psychology of religion, with a particular focus on 

attachment to God theory. This was followed by a review of literature on place 

attachment in environmental psychology and human geography, which emphasised 

the attachment attributes of place-bonds as matching the definitional criteria of an 

attachment relationship. In the concluding sections, we conceptualised place 

spirituality as a transactional process and an organized attachment strategy between 

an individual and his/her objects of attachment. This understanding of place 

spirituality might be especially important for exploring the religious experiences of 

people whose attachment to place might be disrupted by natural disasters, war or 

conflict, protests, terror attacks, and socio-cultural inequities, among others. This 

model of relational spirituality also makes a case for understanding the relationship 

between religion and place as psychological dynamics that involve attachment 

processes. Clarifying the role of place attachment in religion would be an important 

task for future studies that could enhance and deepen our understanding of place 

spirituality. Further studies that factor the meaning of place and how the divine may 

be present in a place in different cross-cultural contexts would contribute to the 

proposed place spirituality model. 
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Chapter 5 

 

The Circle of Place Spirituality (CoPS): Towards an attachment 

and exploration motivational systems approach in the 

psychology of religion 

 

   

Abstract 

The author proposes a variation to the 'Circle of Security' model offered by Marvin et 

al. (2002): one in which the behaviour of a religious believer is depicted in a circular 

pattern of movement that begins and ends with the object(s) of attachment. This 

variation is conceptualised in this paper as the Circle of Place Spirituality (CoPS). 

CoPS takes a relational psychoanalytic approach to examine the interplay of multiple 

shifting motivations within the individual in terms of exploration of place and 

attachment to God. This proposed model recognises stimulation to 

anthropomorphised objects of attachment within the individual context based on two 

motivational drives: attachment needs and exploration curiosity. It is argued that 

these two drives enhance the perception of the object of attachment as either a safe 

haven for attachment-affiliation or a secure base for exploration curiosity. In the last 

section of the paper, the attachment needs and exploration curiosity are presented as 

the drives responsible for the engagement with objects of attachment and further 

clarified as the systems through which the interplay of exploration of place and 

attachment to God can be adequately understood in CoPS. 

 

Introduction 

Marvin et al. (2002) introduced what they refer to as the Circle of Security, 

which was the label they gave to the circular movement pattern of a child’s behaviour 

with a primary caregiver. The central feature of this attachment-based concept of 

parenting is the notion that parents, or primary caregivers, provide a secure base 

from which a child explores the world around them, and a safe haven to which they 

turn in times of danger (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). This attachment advantage 

is, in essence, attributed to the quality of care and support that a caregiver provides 

when perceived as being available, sensitive, and accessible to the child (Bowlby, 
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1988). Attachment theory gives some additional insight into how a similar circular 

pattern of attachment-caregiving can be applied to understanding what will now be 

referred to as the circle of place spirituality (CoPS). This is a circular movement 

pattern that demonstrates the interplay of motivation between exploration of place 

and attachment to God (i.e., the inner representation of a divine entity).  

The notion of attachment-caregiving in psychology of religion is grounded on 

the psychodynamic view that relationship patterns begin to form in the early years of 

life (Granqvist, 2006) and that individuals are pre-programmed to seek care and 

support from human and non-human objects of attachment to which they turn for 

security, hope, and emotional meaning. Adult attachment scholars treat the 

relationship with objects of attachment as a positive enduring bond established when 

there is no available human attachment figure to satisfy attachment needs (e.g., 

Cicirelli, 2004; Lager et al. 2012; Counted 2016a). This has been well-documented as 

aspects of adult attachment development (e.g., Cicirelli, 2004; Counted, 2017) which 

can have diverse patterns and are often unstable and different from the prototype of 

attachment to a primary caregiver or a parent. Notwithstanding, attachment is 

attributed to the inner representation of some visible or invisible objects of 

attachment (e.g., divine entities, geographic places) due to their advantage and 

relational values as safe havens and secure bases for exploring an ‘insecure’ world. 

It is proposed in this paper that the interplay of attachment to place and to 

God assumes a special importance to the future of the study of psychology of religion 

and spirituality. It is further proposed that these forms of attachment can also be the 

genesis of a ‘cycle’ of place spirituality in which place meanings and experiences play 

pivotal roles in strengthening devotion to the divine. When God becomes an 

attachment surrogate that people turn to when subjected to negative place 

experiences, or a place becomes a target for proximity among individuals 

experiencing spiritual struggles, then the dynamics of such a relationship becomes a 

necessary discourse that unpacks the role of the interplay between place and religion 

in the meaning-making process, as will be made clearer in subsequent pages. 
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Psychoanalysis, Attachment, and Objects of Attachment 

Arguably, the field of relational psychoanalysis was recognised as a school of thought 

in the early 19th century with the work of Sigmund Freud, who attempted to 

construct an understanding of the origins of religion by emphasizing the role of real 

and imagined relationships with the notion of God (in a generic sense that is not 

restricted to any specific religion). Freud’s interest in religion stemmed from the 

work of the 18th century German philosopher and anthropologist, Ludwig 

Feuerbach, who had made a similar case about the developmental deficits of religion, 

dismissing it as a projection of the human mind. Freud (1913) further developed this 

idea of religion, lending extra psychological support to Feuerbach’s propositions, 

using a drive model analysis which enabled him to project religion as the reflection of 

the child’s physical relationship with a father. In his book, Totem and Taboo, Freud 

advanced this idea of imagination or ‘wish-fulfilment’ in religion, arguing that the 

origin of religion is associated with pleasure-seeking instinctual drives. For many 

scholars, Freud’s psychoanalytic account on religion is worthy of consideration but 

has been critiqued by others (e.g., Hick, 1990; Plantinga, 2000; Rowe, 2001) because 

it is based on developmental deficits that lead to a distorted view of religion. A recent 

review (e.g., Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016) shows that adults can experience God as 

an attachment surrogate and such experience exerts meaningful power in the life of 

believers, thereby disproving Freud’s discrediting of religious faith. Freudian 

psychoanalysis does not give due consideration to the individual meanings attributed 

to religion based on the spiritual connection and transcendence that is achieved 

through the relationship with God.  

Post-Freudian psychoanalysis took a different paradigm shift some decades 

later with a more open-minded attitude towards believer-God relationships in 

religion. This began with the work of Fairbairn (1952) who drew from Freud’s 

psychoanalysis to introduce an object relations theory that moved away from 

“Freud’s instinctual model of human motivation and replaces it with an essentially 

relational vision of human beings” (Jones, 1996, p.24). Having rejected the narrow 

Freudian psychoanalytic model of drive–conflict, Fairbairn’s object relations theory 

was later used by another psychoanalytic theorist, Anna-Maria Rizzuto, who took an 

object relations approach to study the origins of religion in her book, The Birth of the 

Living God. Rizzuto’s (1979) magisterial work has been inspirational for many 
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scholars who began examining the idea of ‘God’ in religion in terms of positive and 

negative relational representations and psychoanalysis.  

The shift from Freudian psychoanalysis to a more relational model of human 

nature gave rise to John Bowlby’s attachment theory, which was developed based on 

Freudian relational psychoanalysis, while also drawing from Fairbairn’s (1952) object 

relations theory and Winnicott's (1971) transitional object theory. Bowlby’s (1982) 

attachment theory provides an explanatory framework for understanding social 

relationships in the context of a child’s relationship with a parent. The central tenet 

in attachment theory is that of security of a child (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970). Recently, 

there has been an increasing trend of non-traditional application of the attachment 

theory in various multidisciplinary and clinical research literature, particularly in the 

fields of environmental psychology and psychology of religion. These studies 

promote knowledge of proximity-seeking behaviours with objects of attachment that 

are perceived as attachment surrogates with ‘protective’, ‘sensitive’, ‘responsive’ 

effects on an individual in times of danger and perceived environmental threats (e.g., 

Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990; Altman & Low, 1992; Ellison et al., 2014).  

In justifying these new developments in attachment theory, Mikulincer et al. 

(2002) reasoned that the attachment behavioural system is not only activated in 

infancy but remains open to adaptation throughout a person's life. This adaptation 

process allows for the maturation of attachment developments in adults due to their 

increased cognitive abilities that enhance the biological function of the attachment 

system in which seeking and maintaining proximity with an attachment, protective, 

figure is prioritized (Granqvist and Kirkpatrick, 2016). Mental and reasoning abilities 

as well as problem solving continue to evolve during adolescence (Anderson et al. 

2001). These maturation developments are supported by specific cognitive processes 

such as processing speed (e.g., Hale 1990), voluntary response suppression (e.g., 

Diamond & Goldman-Rakic, 1989), and working memory (e.g., Fischer et al. 1997), 

which are usually immature in childhood (Luna et al. 2004). Luna and colleagues 

(e.g., Luan et al. 2004; Luna & Sweeney, 2001) have linked these improvements in 

cognition to brain maturation and complex mental abilities, arguing that such 

increased cognitive abilities are interdependent processes that enhance mature levels 

of performance in adults. In investigating the cognitive milestones achieved that 

occur after early childhood, Luna and Sweeney (2001) reason that such 

117



 

 

 

      

 

 

improvements “become significantly more sophisticated during adolescence” 

(p.445). This period of cognitive maturation is aimed at manipulating and managing 

emotionally attuned information within the environment through abstract thought, 

visual pattern, “planning and cognitive flexibility that takes place concurrently with 

significant reorganization of neural connectivity in the neocortex” (Luna & Sweeney, 

2001, p.445). For example, cognitive processing tasks such as performance on visual 

pattern spatial recognition (e.g., Luciana & Nelson, 1998), in addition to performance 

on the Wisconsin Card Sorting Task (e.g., Levin, 1991), are often adult-like after early 

childhood.  

Complex cognitive abilities show increased performance and sophistication by 

late childhood into adolescence as the individual engages in a more problem-solving 

exploration outside their broader environment through verbal fluency, visual 

satisfaction, motor sequencing, among other sophisticated tasks (e.g., Luna & 

Sweeney, 2001; Luna et al. 2004; Levin et al. 1991; Welsh et al. 1991). Granqvist and 

Kirkpatrick (2016) have argued that such maturation in cognitive ability can be seen 

in attachment developments after early childhood into adolescence, especially in the 

story of how an individual develops a relationship with God and is satisfied by the 

mere knowledge of their attachment to God. 

 

Objects of Attachment 

 According to attachment theory, the interaction with primary caregivers in the 

early years of life form an internal working model, which is a set of expectations 

regarding self and others (Bowlby, 1982). The working model of attachment serves as 

a blueprint for inner cognitive representation of an object of attachment, enabling 

the individual to manage and make sense of the broader environment. Empirical 

evidence (e.g., Keefer et al. 2012) shows that objects of attachment can serve as 

compensation for a close other's perceived unreliability. Studies in adult attachment 

development (e.g., Cicirelli, 1991a, 1991a, 2004) show that the internal models of 

attachment, even though developed early in life, are carried forward into adolescence 

and adulthood to guide relationship expectations and attachment behaviour (Cassidy 

& Shaver, 2008; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).  
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Attachment to God. The application of an internal working model in 

attachment theory has been used over the years to examine believer-God 

relationships within different religious traditions (e.g., Kirkpatrick, 1998; Granqvist 

et al. 2012; Bonab et al. 2013; Counted 2016b). Kirkpatrick (1992, 1998; Kirkpatrick 

& Shaver 1990) was one of the first set of researchers to propose that religious 

behaviours can be understood through attachment theory based on the expectation 

of the internal working model, even though the object of such interaction may be a 

nonphysical divine entity. According to Kirkpatrick (1992, 1998), ‘God’ (as a generic 

term that is not restricted to any religion) can serve as a safe haven and secure base 

for believers who are in distress, thus offering a critical source of hope and optimism 

in a dark place. Kaufman (1981) had earlier come to the same conclusion that God 

fits the criteria of an attachment-figure since he provides the most secure of secure 

bases as omnipresent, omniscient, and omnipotent (also see, Granqvist & 

Kirkpatrick, 2016). 

Monotheistic religions (particularly Christianity) theologize the various ways 

of looking at divine relationships, in which God is often described as omnipresent 

(one who is always close and by one’s side), omniscient (infinitely wise and all-

knowing), and omnipotent (having all power). For example, the Bible teaches that 

through prayer (i.e., Psalm 145:18), spiritual purification (i.e., James 4:8), and 

studying the Scriptures (i.e., Hebrews 4:12; Joshua 1:8) one can feel closer to God. 

Such feeling of proximity nurtures an aspect of attachment-caregiving in which 

connection to God offers a sense of security for the believer. This sense of safety 

fulfils “the evolutionary function of protecting otherwise defenceless infants from 

danger” (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick 2016, p.919). Bowlby (1982) had earlier reasoned 

that the potential danger can be [as] a result of frightening environmental events, 

injury, illness, and threat of separation from an attachment figure. When proximity 

to God addresses the need for protection and security and helps the believer to deal 

with an adverse life situation, whether through prayer, reading religious texts, 

meditation, spiritual purification, or clinging to a religious symbol, such felt need for 

care does bear a striking resemblance to Bowlby’s description of an attachment 

relationship. The Bible, for example, positions a “caregiving” characteristic of a 

relationship with God, conveying an image of God who is watching over his children. 

Johnson (1945, p.191) describes this as the emotional quality of faith, which is the 
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‘substance of things hoped for’ and a “basic confidence and security that gives one 

assurance. In this sense faith is the opposite of fear, anxiety, and uncertainty.” 

The imaginary connection to God in most monotheistic religions is seen as the 

secure base upon which believers engage with the broader environment, eliciting 

typical religious coping behaviours such as prayer (Ellison et al. 2014; Bradshaw & 

Kent, 2017), religious forgiveness (Nolan et al. 2012; Currier et al. 2015), religious 

involvement (Idler et al. 2009), positive images of God (Bradshaw et al. 2010) and 

other religious rituals (e.g., Williams & Watts, 2014) that become helpful coping 

recourse for maintaining attachment with God. That a “person can be attached to a 

person who is not in turn attached to him or her” (Cassidy 1999, p.12) is compatible 

with the theological literature (e.g., Kaufman, 1981) that supports the idea of God as 

an attachment surrogate, one whom is a reliable source for hope and optimism.  

If the long-enduring tie between two relational poles (or partners) is the 

criteria for an attachment relationship (e.g., Ainsworth 1989), then such a bond can 

also be developed with a divine entity, and in some cases even towards a particular 

place of significance, since they are likely to provide a similar affective advantage to 

that afforded during parental attachment. Therefore, while much of the attachment 

literature has been based on the early years of life, there is an increasing application 

of adult attachment theory to understanding various aspects of social relationship 

contexts that are related to religious behaviour (e.g., Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016), 

workplace relationships (e.g., Leiter, Arla, Price, 2015), classroom experiences (e.g., 

Bergin & Bergin, 2009), leadership perceptions (e.g., Berson, Dan, Yammarino, 

2006), and romantic relationships (Fraley et al. 2011). An additional form of 

attachment is to geographic places (Altman & Low, 1992), as will be discussed below.  

Place Attachment. Another application of adult attachment theory is seen 

in environmental psychology and human geography, where place is defined as the 

locus of human experience and a setting that shapes human identity, serving as a 

setting ground for attachment cognitions, affects, and behaviours (Low & Altman, 

1992; Scannell & Gifford, 2010). Since attachment forms during the early years of 

life, it is reasoned that the bonding that occurs between individuals and geographic 

places might be traced to the operation of the internal working model of the 

attachment behavioural system (Morgan, 2010). Chawla (1992) conceptualises this 
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as place attachment, linking it to childhood memories (Chawla, 1992). Florek (2011) 

described such attachment as an emotional bond established as a result of the effects 

of a mix of personal, community, and environmental connections. Place attachment 

theory is an integral part of people’s lives (Relph, 1976) that emphasizes the positive 

and meaningful attributes of the inner representation which a person may have of a 

place where s/he lives or had a special experience that affords the felt need for 

security. While it is not proper to think of the variations in attachment processes as 

directly causing certain psychological outcomes, evidence (e.g., Sroufe and Waters, 

1977; Cicirelli, 2004; Sroufe, 2005) suggests that the goal of adult attachment is the 

need for felt security which is achieved in older children and adults due to their 

increased cognitive abilities through imagined and visual connection with an object 

of attachment, in which, I argue, that place is an example.  

Environmental psychologists (e.g., Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001; Scannell & 

Gifford, 2010; Seamon, 2012, 2014) have proposed different dimensions of place to 

which people can be drawn. In serving as a definition, place attachment is a 

multidimensional concept that involves three dimensions: (i) the physical and 

natural elements of a geographic setting (Moor & Graefe, 1994); (ii) the resources, 

opportunities, and activities in a place to which people are drawn (Stokols & 

Shumaker, 1981); and (iii) the identity of a place that makes it distinct from other 

places (Proshansky et al. 1983). The first dimension is characterised as the material 

and environmental qualities of place, including human-made elements and spatial 

configurations such as buildings, street furniture, graffiti, and pathway layouts. The 

second dimension of place to/in which attachment occurs is in the lifeworlds and 

natural attitudes of a place, such as immediate experiences, activities, contacts, 

actions, routines, events, and understandings that make up the world of an 

individual in which they involve themselves on a behavioural basis. The third 

dimension of place attachment has a cognitive function and may refer to the unique 

atmosphere, character, or language of a place, influencing people to forge place 

identity (Scannell & Gifford, 2010; Counted, 2016c).  

Along with the growing literature on place attachment, several empirical 

studies have demonstrated some overlaps between place attachment and basic 

principles of interpersonal attachment based on Ainsworth’s (1978) criteria for 

assessing attachment relationships: proximity maintenance, safe haven, secure base, 
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and separation anxiety. In comparing the tenets of place attachment with 

interpersonal attachment, Scannell and Gifford (2014) have highlighted several areas 

in which both theories overlap in terms of functioning and attachment mechanisms. 

First, both place attachment and interpersonal attachment involve maintaining 

physical proximity to an important person or place, serving as a haven of safety and a 

secure base (e.g., Brown et al.  2003; Lewicka, 2010). Infants maintain proximity to 

their caregiver in interpersonal attachment through clinging and turning toward 

them (Bowlby, 1982; Ainsworth, 1978), while proximity is formed in place 

attachment contexts through purchasing a home in a particular suburb, displaying 

photo images of a symbolic object or photo taken in a specific place (Ryan & Ogilvie, 

2001), visualizing an image of a place (Scannell & Gifford, 2017), visiting a particular 

place for vacation every year (e.g., Kelly & Hosking, 2008), or, refusing to leave a 

particular place even when it is under threat or affected by disaster (Billig et al. 2006; 

Donovan et al., 2012; Fried, 2000).  

In addition, while interpersonal attachment may serve as a safe haven and 

secure base for the attached individual (Bowlby, 1982, Ainsworth, 1979), places of 

attachment may also appear to invoke the same advantage. Brown et al. (2003), as 

well as Lewicka (2010), have studied how a residential home can be perceived as a 

haven of safety even in the face of danger. A study conducted among Israelis in the 

Gaza region (e.g., Billig, 2006) suggests that places can still be deemed worthy of 

attachment and less dangerous in war-like events among those specially drawn to 

them. Studies (e.g., Feeney & Thrush, 2010; Gustafson, 2001) also show that 

emotional bonds in interpersonal and place attachment contexts both serve as a 

secure base supporting individual exploration of the broader environment. Fried 

(2000) saw such outcome in a community's reaction to grieving their lost homes in 

the West End of Boston, as they dealt with their dislocation by relying upon their 

meaningful sense of community while exploring the possibility of moving to other 

places. Just as in interpersonal attachment, separation distress may also occur in the 

event of losing important people in an important place (e.g., Cox & Perry, 2011). 

These conceptual overlaps also demonstrate how place attachment may differ in 

pattern from interpersonal attachment, as well as with the attachment-religion 

thesis. 
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Given the above propositions, I come to the premise of my argument that a 

place can fulfil the attachment relationship role, in addition to, or instead of, God. 

The application of attachment theory to exploring the idea of place and God as 

potential objects of attachment provides some knowledge about (a) how spirituality 

is a social reality in a place to which people are drawn and (b) attachment-related 

place spirituality which will be defined as the interplay of place attachment and God 

attachment, informing on how place experiences foster devotion to and experience of 

God. To reinforce the proposed argument, the author provides further theoretical 

bases for understanding attachment-related place spirituality, using Lichtenberg's 

motivational systems theory.  

 

Introducing a Place Spirituality Hypothesis 

Some general insights are drawn from the discussion in the previous sections. 

First there is a strong probability that a religious believer will develop behaviours 

that draw them closer to God in their journey of spirituality, and in particular relate 

to a mix of attractions and activities in a place that may satisfy the need for 

attachment and meaning-making. Second, the attachment to place or to God is 

linked to the internal working model of attachment which facilitates the bond with 

the object of attachment depending on the situation. Third, the enhancement of 

cognitive abilities in adults (e.g., Luna et al. 2004; Luna & Sweeney, 2001) provides 

the ground for the inner representations and sense of felt security which a person 

may have of non-corporeal objects such as a special place or a divine entity, although 

physical contact with such a figure is not possible.  

Though infant and adult attachment developments are achieved differently, 

both are the outcomes of the internal working models formed in the early years of life 

and consist of series of reflexive behaviours that are aimed at monitoring the 

emotional communication with the attachment figure while assuring a safe haven 

and secure base. This is very much nuanced in the Strange Situation model 

developed by Mary Ainsworth and colleagues (1978) who sought to investigate an 

infant's exploration of an unfamiliar environment and its attractions (room and its 

toys), and the nature of the emotionally attuned communication with the attachment 

figure (caretaker), especially when the infant senses a separation from the caretaker. 

Ainsworth et al. (1978) found two brief accounts of separation in their model. First is 
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the secure attachment style, suggesting how the infant feels (i.e., confident) about the 

responsive and comforting nature of the caretaker as a secure base from whom to 

explore the environment when distressed. Second is the insecure attachment style, 

which refers to the infant's lack of confidence in the sensitivity and availability of the 

caretaker as a secure base in times of distress; in this case the response of the infant 

is to shift attention towards exploring the broader environment at the expense of 

relying on their caretaker, and thus "minimize their attention to attachment-related 

information that might otherwise lead them to approach the caregiver, as this retains 

the availability of the caregiver" (Granqvist et al. 2017: 5).   

As for adults, there is a likelihood of attachment maturation as the need for 

meaning-making and identity construction overshadows the need for proximity and 

protection from an attachment figure. Unlike infants, who minimize attention 

towards the caregiver as a secure base when alarmed or distressed (Ainsworth et al. 

1979), adults are likely to turn to an object of attachment during situations of 

insecurity to strengthen their sense of felt security. It is on this ground that it is 

argued that the interplay between exploration of place and attachment to God can be 

an important aspect to consider in the development of an attachment-related place 

spirituality connection in the psychology of religion. This connection is referred to in 

this paper as ‘the circle of place spirituality’ (CoPS) by applying Marvin et al.'s (2002) 

Circle of Security (CoS) model which is a framework of infant behaviour in relation to 

the primary caregiver, resulting from the interaction of the exploration and 

attachment motivation systems. As seen in figure 1, CoS describes an infant's circular 

movement within an environment that begins and ends with the primary caregiver. 

When the exploration motivation system is activated, the infant moves away from the 

primary caregiver (who is their secure base) to explore their broader physical 

environment. In a case where the infant is distressed or anxious, the attachment 

motivation system is activated as they seek attachment and emotional regulation 

from the primary caregiver (who is perceived as their safe haven). CoS underlies how 

the infant's emotional states and needs are shaped as a circular trajectory in terms of 

their interaction with the primary caregiver (Marvin et al. 2002). 
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Figure 1: Circle of Security (© Cooper, Hoffman, Marvin, & Powell, 1999) 

  

 

Drawing on the theoretical insights from the CoS model, the proposed CoPS is 

a model of adult religious behaviour in relation to the attachment bond resulting 

from the interplay of the exploration and attachment motivation system in which 

exploration of place and attachment to God become a reality. CoPS is a system of 

self-organisation facilitating positive subjective needs and personal growth 

opportunities through the attachment and exploration drives respectively. CoPS 

model is drawn in Figure 2 where the individual(s) within this ‘circle’ runs to and fro 

between two attachment poles, stimulating attachment to a divine entity and 

exploration of place. Both place and the divine entity can be seen as safe havens and 

secure bases for attachment exploration. It is thus argued that this circular pattern of 

movement within CoPS represents the interaction of two motivational systems: 

exploratory-assertion and attachment-affiliation. The notion of a bidirectional 

relationship between exploration of place and attachment to God (or/and with other 

objects of attachment) was drawn from the idea that human behaviours are 

patterned in a circular movement aimed at achieving the need for security and 

meaning and the drive for attaining certain physiological needs within the 

environment (Marvin et al., 2002). The CoPS model is also in line with Morgan’s 

(2010) proposal of an interplay of exploration of place and interpersonal attachment. 
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The theoretical bases of CoS (Marvin et al 2002) have been adopted in parallel 

with Lichtenberg’s (1988, 1989) motivational systems theory in order to articulate a 

developmental theory for CoPS. Most of Lichtenberg’s works have advanced the 

study of psychoanalysis and drive theory, showing how the interplay of multiple 

shifting motivations within the individual are shaped by their intersubjective 

contexts. There are reasons to believe therefore that Lichtenberg’s (1988) 

motivational systems theory may strengthen the understanding of CoPS, even though 

it is acknowledged that attachment theory also recognizes the interaction between 

the attachment system and exploratory system (as it is with Lichtenberg’s 

attachment-affiliation and exploration-assertion systems). To justify the use of 

Lichtenberg’s theory to interpret the interplay between exploration of place and 

attachment to God, the following reasons are presented.  

First, Lichtenberg’s model (1988, 1989) draws on relational theory and 

replaces the Freudian drive-conflict model with a multiple motivation model that is 

centered on affective processes, which Fonagy (2003) conceptualised as an 

'interpersonal mechanism' that exists as a result of the attachment behavioural 

system developed during the early years of life. Although these affective processes 

take different forms, they mostly involve the inner representation of some ‘object’ of 

attachment and the ability to mentalize the emotionally attuned communication with 

such object on the basis of the individual’s emotions, intentions, desires, and beliefs 

(Jimenez, 2006). According to Jimenez, when the individual experiences a sense of 

earned security with an object of attachment, the genes responsible for the 

mentalizing process (often located in the temporoparietal sulcus and the medial 

prefrontal cortex) come into play (e.g., Zimmer, 2003; Gallagher et al. 2000). For 

example, studies by Krause (1990) and Ekman (1992) show that affective processes 

such as rage, fear, sadness, happiness, surprise, annoyance, contempt, are basic 

affects with a phylogenetic base that often propels the individual to explore the 

broader environment or express a desire in relation to an object based on their 

situational configuration. In other words, Lichtenberg's model demonstrates how 

sensation and affects are seen as desires that the subject can express toward an object 

of attachment (Jimenez, 2006).  

Second, as a Lichtenberg-inspired hypothesis, CoPS is a model of structured 

motivation in that the attachment-affiliation or exploration-assertion system is 

organised and stabilized in a hermeneutic, reciprocal tension that undergoes a 
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constant adjustment and a state of flux that is contingent on developmental and 

environmental circumstances. In other words, each of CoPS system may be dominant 

in a specific moment of experience while the other less active in its latent state. While 

Lichtenberg’s (1988, 1998) motivational systems, just as in Bowlby’s attachment 

working models (1982), are developed through interactions with primary caregivers 

during the early years of life, the adaptive goals of motivational systems are tied to 

their structural developments. This means that the motivational dominance, or 

interaction between place and religion, is dependent on the intersubjective context 

(e.g., personal feelings, tastes, intentions, drives, or opinions) of the moment 

(Lichtenberg, 1998; Jimenez, 2006). Stern (2004) refers to this as a radical human 

relationality that positions intersubjective desires as significant innate motivational 

systems that are essential for individual survival. The desire for intersubjectivity 

could therefore be one of the primary motivations that drives the interplay between 

exploration of place and attachment to God, and another reason for adopting 

Lichtenberg’s theory. And most importantly, Lichtenberg's approach attempts to 

integrate both attachment and psychoanalysis, as it also accounts for the self-

referential aspects of one’s social, cultural, and political contexts that constitute 

intersubjective relations.   

In this context, it is proposed that motivation plays a key role in the interplay 

of exploration of place and attachment to God. Motivation is both “a quality inherent 

to the child, which determines how the child will use the environment, and a quality 

of the environment, which has the potential to draw the child’s involvement” 

(Striniste & Moore 1989, p.25). When the exploration motivation system is activated, 

the religious believer moves away from their relationship with God to explore 

activities and attractions in a place. On the other hand, when the religious believer 

becomes anxious and distressed about their experiences in a place, the attachment 

system is activated, and they seek proximity to, and emotional healing, from God. 
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Figure 2: The Circle of Place Spirituality (CoPS) 

 

 

Clarifying CoPS Systems: The exploration-assertion and attachment-

affiliation drives 

While attachment theory provides some preliminary insights into attachment-related 

place spirituality, it is argued that the presentation of the circle of place spirituality 

(CoPS) requires a careful examination of Lichtenberg's motivational systems because 

it is more nuanced for examining place spirituality. The “bad blood” between 

attachment and psychoanalysis is well recognized among researchers (Fonagy & 

Campbell, 2015), as the CoPS theoretical proposition draws on attachment thinking 

while pointing to the psychoanalytic project in its formulations. CoPS suggests some 

points of convergence and contention that bear on mentalizing theory to describe an 

argument about the interplay of developments in the exploration of place and 

attachment to God. Lichtenberg (1988, 1989) has succeeded in drawing from both 

schools of thought (i.e., attachment and psychoanalysis) to present a motivational 

systems theory for interpreting human development behaviour which he describes as 

a theory of structured motivation based on his interpretation of psychoanalysis. 

Lichtenberg proposes five motivational systems for his theory, with the task of 

defining motivational systems that “exist in early infancy, persist in altered forms 
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throughout life, and characterize observable changes in motivational dominance in 

an analytic session" (Lichtenberg, 1988, p. 60). Lichtenberg writes from a 

psychoanalytic perspective, arguing that his motivation systems are built around 

fundamental needs:  

the need to fulfil physiological requirements, the need for attachment and 

affiliation, the need for assertion and exploration, the need to react 

aversively through antagonism and/or withdrawal, [and] the need for 

sensual and sexual pleasure. [Each of the motivation systems] is based on 

behaviour observable in the neonatal period; each may be the dominant 

motive expressed by an [individual’s] wishes…. For each motivational-

functional system, affects are central (1988, p.60).  

Lichtenberg and colleagues (2011) have further developed the motivational 

systems theory in their book Psychoanalysis and Motivational Systems, providing 

conceptual frames for understanding the unfolding of affects, intentions, and mental 

states within a relationship. Lichtenberg’s work not only helps us to see how the 

proposed motivational drives are interdigitated but also how to identify the 

distinctiveness between a variety of motivational experiences. Two of Lichtenberg’s 

motivational systems (attachment-affiliation and exploration-assertion) are 

integrated in the CoPS model since the need for assertion and exploration, and the 

need for attachment and affiliation, are more broadly nuanced for clarifying CoPS.   

Lichtenberg used the term ‘motivational systems’ to convey that "we are not 

dealing with structures or functions but with continuously ongoing processes" (1989, 

p.6) that stress change and plasticity; the idea of organizing, integrating, and 

initiating into different patterns of psychological activities. This self-organisation 

between feelings of insecurity and security with objects of attachment is intended to 

reawaken the need for meaningful caregiving relationships. For instance, perceived 

feelings of anxiety and insecurity with a divine entity may be linked to exploring 

activities in a place, aimed at improving one’s sense of security in dealing with an 

insecure attachment. Alternatively, the individual is likely to securely explore a new 

relationship with God and at the same time be drawn to a place. The connection 

between the two is that both objects of attachment are reliable sources for support in 

terms of their changing roles as secure bases and safe havens.  
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The two proposed motivational systems for exploring CoPS give a more 

comprehensive insight into the dynamics of place spiritual functioning, reflecting 

different patterns of processing emotional information with objects of attachment. 

The shifting motivational drives in CoPS are identified in this paper as the 

‘exploratory-assertion’ and ‘attachment-affiliation’ drives. Understanding the 

dynamics of CoPS would require the recognition of the role of intention, emotion, 

and motivation as central agencies of human behaviour throughout life, both in 

regard to the implicit and explicit areas of psychic organisation. Furthermore, one’s 

lived experience has its own unique characteristics, and as a result, CoPS becomes an 

individual’s personal experience. One motivational drive operates differently from 

the other and is adapted based on the unique experience of the individual. The 

evolution of capacities in each person emerges with new motivations, and functions 

as a complex array of inputs and circumstances that are actively encountered. These 

encounters differ greatly, leaving room for a range of variability from one person to 

another.  

Table 1 provides an outline of the possible differences between the exploration 

and attachment drives. While the attachment drive may operate the same way in 

relationships with objects of attachment, the exploration drive may differ in 

operation in terms of the kind of experiential dynamics with a particular object of 

attachment. One way to recognise how the exploration drive differs from the 

attachment drive is in terms of how the exploratory search with a potential 

attachment figure is carried out. Unlike the attachment drive which is undertaken 

with an attachment figure that is perceived and trusted as a safe haven and secure 

base, the exploratory drive involves exploration by someone who is probably 

unfamiliar with, and unsure about, the domain of their goal. This uncertainty results 

in them wanting to learn more about their potential relationship, partly out of 

curiosity, in order to see whether what they will gain from such a relationship with 

the object of attachment will help them achieve their goal. Outlined in Table 1 is how 

the exploration and attachment systems may differ in some aspects from each other.  
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Table 1: The difference between the exploration and attachment CoPS drives  

The exploration-assertive system 

in CoPS 

The attachment-affiliation system 

in CoPS 

● A motivational drive from a secure 

base that stimulates relationship 

exploration with a potential object 

of attachment. 

● A motivational drive that stimulates 

proximity to an object of attachment 

that is perceived as a safe haven. 

● Activated due to attention to 

feelings on how to meet a goal. 

● Driven by physiological 

adjustments, biological foundations, 

and affiliative needs. 

● Exploration drive activates due to 

reflective awareness, intentions, 

and curiosity. 

● Attachment drive is based on 

emotional and cognitive appraisals 

of the object of attachment in terms 

of individual needs. 

● Involves exploratory search by 

‘searchers’ who are unfamiliar with 

the advantage of having a 

relationship with a potential object 

of attachment. 

● Involves attachment affiliation by 

‘seekers’ who are familiar with the 

prototype of their attachment 

caregiver. 

● The immediate function is to learn 

and explore a potential object of 

attachment that stimulates the 

deployment of attentional 

resources. 

● The immediate function is to 

develop proximity to an object of 

attachment that is perceived as a 

safe haven and a secure base. 

 

The origins of the two proposed motivational drives are needs and curiosity: 

the need to develop proximity to a safe haven and the curiosity to explore a 

relationship with a potential object of attachment from a secure base. This does not, 

however, mean that equating motivational drives with subjective needs has the same 

clinical utility as the two categorical interactions that are offered. This is because if 
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each expression of need or desire is a motivational system, it is then clinically 

difficult to recognize continuity in the recurrence of motivational states that are 

central to specific self-organizations since such recurrence arise from a fundamental 

psychological process that facilitates the flow of motivated human behaviour into 

intentional organizations (Lichtenberg, 2016). Therefore, while CoPS is presented as 

the interplay of two shifting motivational systems and fundamental need, it is also 

acknowledged that these interactions can vary based on individual differences and 

intentions.  

This variation in CoPS is discussed in two parts. First, as an attachment 

affiliation drive to a safe haven in times of danger, and second, as an exploratory 

search carried out from the secure base to evaluate and learn about an unfamiliar 

object of attachment. This dichotomy will be explained in the following pages.  

 

The attachment-affiliation drive 

Bowlby (1982) and Ainsworth (1985) hypothesized a history of negative 

emotions which predispose people to search for attachment surrogates. They 

reasoned that infants who are unable to find secure attachment with their primary 

caregivers are likely seek such closure in their siblings, teachers, or to any close other 

who is seen as readily accessible and responsive. The attachment system is activated 

when an infant perceives a danger within the environment, enabling them to seek 

proximity to the attachment caregiver. This treatment of attachment theory is 

applicable when seeking to understand how the attachment drive operates in 

motivational systems theory. It is reasoned that in order to adapt to the challenges 

and setbacks encountered within a particular environment, it is possible to undertake 

some sort of physiological adjustment to cope with such challenges. This can happen 

through seeking proximity to an object of attachment, one perceived as being a safe 

haven in times of danger. Such an object may also function as a secure base for 

exploring the world of danger. Infants develop such attachments with their primary 

caregivers. For adults, such real or imagined attachment can happen with abstract 

and anthropomorphised objects that are seen as meeting the criteria of an 

attachment figure. Such objects of attachment can take the form of a divine entity or 

a geographic place in adult attachment developments, as argued in this paper.  
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CoPS attachment-affiliation model describes the activation and/or 

deactivation of a motivational drive that often appears in the foreground of an 

attachment experience, and then recedes into the background when the object of 

attachment is not upholding its promise of security and protection (Cortina and 

Liotti, 2010). It is possible for an individual who is not satisfied in a relationship to 

seek attachment a surrogate. Attachment to one object could account for the 

insecurity experienced with another object of attachment. A similar thread can be 

seen when negative place experiences account for insecurity with God or when one is 

securely attached to God but withdraws from a place because of the negative 

experiences encountered in such a setting. In such a motivational drive, the 

individual engages a safe haven in the form of an object of attachment, seeking 

proximity, security, and protection. In other words, the relationship with a 

responsive object of attachment forms the basis for developing a secure base for 

exploring the world, self, and other objects. The attachment drive displayed here is 

the result of the internal working model in the attachment system that influences 

human actions. The attachment working model is a unique way of representing and 

seeing the world around us.  

The attachment-affiliation system is activated as a way of responding to the 

challenges experienced with an object of attachment, be it a place and/or a divine 

entity. This activation/deactivation, according to Lichtenberg et al., is “based on 

emotional and cognitive appraisals” which they later referred to as “inferences” 

(2011, p.18). Inferences and cognitive appraisals of an object of attachment often go 

through different phases of emotional processing which determine the extent of such 

a relationship. This process can either remain automatic or nonconscious, or with 

further processing, can also become conscious as it aligns with one’s psych (Cortina & 

Liotti 2007).  

The difference between distinct motivational systems lies in the language 

source or implicit interactions used in its designations. For instance, a CoPS 

attachment drive may identify with affiliative needs, which Lichtenberg (1988), in 

citing Pinderhughes (1985, p.65), describes as a “powerful motivation to generalize 

relations in such groups as family, neighbourhood, school, team, religion, country, 

toward whom we establish highly organized affiliations”. The attachment system in 
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CoPS is concerned with one’s affiliative needs and serves as a powerful motivation for 

exploring a new relationship with an attachment surrogate.  

However, not all affiliations are exciting, some may be conflictual. For 

example, members of a dispersed population may be torn between returning to their 

home country and staying in their adopted foreign country. On returning to their 

home country, they are likely to be confronted with the problems in that place - 

whether economic, political, or religious - for an unprecedented period of time. If 

they decide to remain in a foreign country, they will probably also have to deal with 

certain emotionally depleting socio-cultural inequities that are often part of their 

everyday experience in the foreign land.  

The attachment drive is a model for expressing intentions to maintain close 

proximity with an object of attachment. Along with seeking a secure base and a safe 

haven, this motivational system also includes experiences of the internal working 

model which are often mirrored in the object of attachment, thus intriguing a sense 

of proximity and commonality for the qualities of the object (e.g., being a protective, 

caregiving figure). The attachment drive is peculiar in nature because the object to 

which proximity is targeted is not perceived as alien to the individual experiencing 

the phenomenology, but is within the individual in such a way that the ‘otherness’ of 

the attachment surrogate can be investigated beginning with the way that otherness 

is imminent in the individual’s ego (i.e. the consciousness of their own identity) and 

present to the individual ‘in person’. Since activation/deactivation of the attachment 

system derives from one's personal experience and biological set-up, it is thus argued 

that a range of negative place experiences (e.g.  feelings of marginalisation, racism, 

protests, and violence) and insecure God experiences (e.g. feelings of being 

abandoned by God, anger with God, being anxious about a relationship with God) 

may facilitate the attachment drive in CoPS. The CoPS attachment-affiliation system 

varies in its patterns, organisations, and representations, depending on the kind of 

object of attachment involved.  

 

The exploratory-assertion drive 

The exploration drive is the desire to gratify the mind with new information 

about an object of attachment and promotes survival through such curiosity (Berlyne, 

1960, 1971). The study of curiosity in psychology is concerned with the way people 

guide their attention and explore in the presence of a new phenomenon. Curiosity 
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refers to receptivity and the willingness to engage with a new stimulus. Bishop et al. 

(2004) reason that curiosity is an important motivational component in the 

exploration drive that involves being interested in new things and having a receptive 

attitude towards a target of attention. A potential object of attachment can be the 

target of such attention. When people feel curious about a potential object of 

attachment, they are more likely to devote attention to an activity or process 

information that can activate their exploration drive to meet their set goals in terms 

of achieving breakthroughs with the object (Silvia, 2006).  

The human brain is fundamentally curious in nature. Curiosity functions as a 

learning process in terms of exploring and immersing one's self in an activity that 

draws one closer to whatever the target of attention might be (Loewenstein, 1994). 

Phenomenological breakthroughs begin with curiosity in terms of helping the 

individual learn about how to adapt to a new environment. Kasdan et al. (2004) 

describe such curiosity as an important component in motivational theory in that it 

facilitates personal growth opportunities, on the basis that it draws people to engage 

in activities that have the properties of novelty, complexity, uncertainty, and conflict. 

The facts about curiosity in the exploration system were once hard to reconcile in 

Freud's (1915) psychoanalysis and later developed by behavioral scientists (e.g., 

Miller & Dollard, 1941; Berlyne, 1960, 1971) who reason that human behaviour is 

often times directed toward "minimizing stimulation and excitation; a view that 

anybody who has had to handle a child ‘with nothing to do’ must have been tempted 

to question” (Berlyne, 1967, p.26).  

In addition to the need for attachment, CoPS can also be understood in terms 

of the breakthroughs that begin with curiosity in a variety of situations, which in turn 

lead to believer-God or people-place attachment developments. The CoPS 

exploration system works in tandem with curiosity, in that it fosters proximity with a 

potential object of attachment and facilitates personal growth opportunities that may 

involve developing spirituality or processing place information. Loewenstein (1994) 

argued that this state of learning something new in terms of curiosity might reduce 

the uncertainty and anxiety associated with the exploration drive. Although White 

(1959) contested such anxiety reduction theory, other recent sources (e.g., Depue, 

1996; Watson et al. 1999) found evidence to support such a theory. Curiosity makes 

people engage with a potential object of attachment for personally meaningful 
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interests and desires and thereby is implicitly motivating (Deci, 1975). Here 'implicit' 

means that one makes sense of the object of attachment being encountered during 

the process of exploration (Silvia, 2008). This exploration confidence might vary 

depending on the contexts of engagement and objects involved.  

The CoPS exploration drive is likely to be expressed as the willingness to learn 

about a novel, uncertain, or unpredictable object of attachment as part of everyday 

life. This process of exploration requires that one embraces the unpredictability of a 

potential object of attachment, instead of avoiding such engagement. This sense of 

curiosity is required in building relationships and knowledge about an object; one 

with the potential of meeting the basic needs of security, attachment, and autonomy. 

In this context, it is argued the CoPS exploration system is directed towards curiosity, 

with the potential of building a relationship with ‘God’ or a ‘place’, even though such 

exploration may vary significantly in patterns and dynamics and differ from the 

attachment drive. 

 

Attachment Needs and Exploration Curiosity: The Motivational Drives in 

CoPS 

It is reasonable to expect that the two proposed motivational drives (i.e., 

attachment needs and exploration curiosity) develop in response to need. While need 

might be the primary drive for the attachment-affiliation motivation, as offered in 

classical psychoanalytic theory (e.g., Ghent, 2008; Lichtenberg, 1989; Edelman, 

1987), the exploration-assertive motivation does not rely solely on need. Exploration 

is rather done on the basis of curiosity and one’s intentions. The distinction between 

the attachment and exploration drives enables us to think afresh about motivational 

systems in terms of how the concept of motivation transcends thinking of needs to 

include intentions, curiosity, and other drive derivatives (Ghent, 2008).  

If need is all that controls our self- organization and regulation within the 

environment, then it raises the question of human curiosity and other explicit 

derivatives that might constitute such movement. Edelman (1987) reasoned that self-

organization comes about when there are pre-programmed psychic developments in 

which need or curiosity serve as the product of a range of other intrinsic values such 

as feelings, preferences, intentions, prejudices, and biases. A good example of this is 
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when someone explores a new place spontaneously for vacation. The reason for this 

exploration is most likely because they are curious about the new place and not 

because there are any issues in their relationship with God. In contrast, someone else 

may go in pursuit of happiness by turning to religion after a natural disaster as they 

search for a safe haven in God for comfort, hope, and attachment. In the first 

example, the individual explores a place even though they are secure in their 

attachment to God, whereas in the second case, the individual affiliates with God due 

to the loss of attachment with place. In both cases, the curiosity to search and the 

need for attachment have been triggered by intrinsic values that have influenced the 

activation of CoPS systems. 

While attachment breakthroughs begin with curiosity, the distinction between 

the two accounts above are the driving factors at play. One is driven by an 

exploration curiosity whereas the latter is based on the need for attachment. Both 

driving factors are based upon the individual’s experience, context, prejudice, 

intention, preference, or bias about the object of attachment in attention. Damasio's 

(1999) study provides a background for this argument, as he saw an infant's action 

selection in terms of needs and curiosity as the outcome of their motivational drives. 

Subsequent repetition of a particular motivational drive would result in an 

associative cognitive affect about the object, which then becomes a norm. Hence, 

when a place is constantly visited and perceived as a safe haven and secure base, such 

perception becomes the norm for the individual after a period of time, thus leading to 

a possible development of attachment with such object. In other words, affect can be 

an explicit phenomenon when activating either the exploration-assertive or 

attachment-affiliation system in CoPS. This perspective is grounded in an 

evolutionary perspective that begins with an inducer triggering a feeling (Lichtenberg 

et al. 2011). The perception of a stimulus based on the nature of the coordinating 

driving forces are factors that induce the activation of the attachment or exploration 

drive to a particular object of attachment.  

In summary, exploratory drive operates as a CoPS system that occurs because 

one’s curiosity upon engagement with an object of attachment, while the attachment 

drive is activated due to individual needs. These engagements can take place based 

on several nonverbal, verbal, or subsymbolic processes, but are often linked to a 
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referential process that facilitates the development of an ever-needed relationship 

with an attachment surrogate, which can happen anywhere and at any time.    

 

Concluding Remarks 

The paper extends the discourse on attachment-religion and place attachment 

connections, embracing a more integrative approach that takes into account the dual 

shifting of motivational drives (i.e. exploration-assertive and attachment-affiliation 

systems) within the circle of place spirituality (CoPS). It emphasizes the need to 

guide our understanding of place spirituality by supplementing ideas from 

motivational systems theory to illustrate the interplay of exploration of place and 

attachment to God, stressing that motivation plays a key role in 

activating/deactivating CoPS. The CoPS model initiates and sustains psychological 

activities resulting from the exploration and attachment motivational systems in 

which an object of attachment is the target of proximity and attention. The need for 

attachment and exploration curiosity were discussed as the two primary driving 

forces in CoPS in terms of the shifting kaleidoscope of intentionalities, feelings, 

preferences, desires, and aims that are the result of exploring relationships or 

developing attachment with potential attachment surrogates.  

The application of attachment theory and motivational systems theory has 

allowed for a better understanding of CoPS, while further promoting the convergence 

of attachment and psychoanalysis. In recognising the conceptual limits of CoPS, it is 

hoped that the proposed model becomes an additional framework for examining 

religious behaviour in the study of psychology of religion. However, CoPS still 

requires further development and empirical validation1 in order to contribute to the 

debate on migration, spirituality, and psychology.  

While it is also possible to assume that the idea of religion in the context of 

CoPS follows Freud’s psychoanalysis of pleasure-seeking instinctual drives, the 

author argues against such a presupposition since the focus of CoPS is not in the 

genesis of the attachment or exploration experience itself, but it is about what the 

                                                
1 Two waves of empirical studies in the Netherlands and Australia are currently been completed on the CoPS 
model. Although the reports are still being prepared and have been presented at the 2017 IAPR Conference in 
Norway, the preliminary findings show that the relationship between exploration of place and attachment to 
God may be context-driven in relation to several migration and socio-demographic factors, and more salient in 
settings that expose individuals to a range of socio-cultural inequities. The preliminary findings also show that 
such interplay has significant health implications for the individual.  
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experience does for the individual believer in need of caregiving in their exploration 

curiosity. Nonetheless, what has been presented in this paper requires further 

investigation, even though it may have offered some insightful blueprints to 

understand how religious behaviour within the context of place may have come about 

as a result of the interplay within CoPS systems. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Migration and socio-demographic factors 
associated with the sense of place attitudes of 

sub-Saharan Africans in northern and western 
Netherlands12 

 

 

Abstract  

This paper investigates migration and socio-demographic factors associated with 

attitudes toward specific geographic settings (place attachment, PA, place identity, 

PI, place dependence, PD) in a cross-sectional data (N=175) of sub-Saharan African 

residents in northern and western regions of the Netherlands. Overall, it was found 

that scores of PA and PD were stronger in long-term African residents (over five 

years) than among short-term residents (below five years). The region of residence 

was positively related to PD, with participants in western Netherlands having 

stronger PD compared to those in northern region. Language proficiency was 

inversely associated with PD among participants with a little knowledge of Dutch 

compared to those who could speak Dutch fluently. Older African residents (46 to 55 

years) were more likely to develop PA, and PD, than their younger counterparts (18 

to 25 years). PA scores were significantly lower for participants with a tertiary 

education background than for those with high school or less educational attainment. 

PD scores were lower in females than males, and participants from Western Africa 

had stronger levels of PD compared to those from Central Africa. Implications of 

these findings are discussed.  
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2 Co-authors: Andre Renzaho and Ahmed Moustafa, School of Social Sciences and Psychology, 
Western Sydney University, Australia.  

150



 

 

 

 

Theoretical and Empirical Background 

 

Netherlands is divided into Southern, Northern, Eastern and Western regions. 

Although there are similarities and distinctions between these regions, most cities 

and provinces in the West and North of the Netherlands are considered multicultural 

cities with a significant number of international migrants, while cities in Southern 

and Eastern regions are quite unlike the rest of the country, in that they have a 

smaller migrant population (Nabialek, Hamers, & Evers 2016). The Western and 

Northern regions have well-known cities such as Amsterdam, Den Haag, Utrecht, 

Rotterdam, Leiden, Zwolle, and Groningen, renowned for institutions such as the 

University of Amsterdam, University of Groningen, and Universiteit Utrecht. These 

institutions are largely responsible for attracting thousands of international 

migrants, working professionals, and students to Western and Northern 

Netherlands, making these regions the melting pot of cultures and largest 

metropolitan areas attracting people of diverse backgrounds in the Netherlands 

(Nabialek, Hamers, & Evers, 2016).  

A recent report by Statistics Netherlands (2016) suggest a 0.5% growth in the 

estimated number of inhabitants in the Netherlands (about 16.9 million). Statistics 

Netherlands attributes this growth to the 202,647 migrants registered at a Dutch 

municipality (mostly in the western and northern regions) within the past two 

decades, with an expected number of about 20 thousand newly arrived migrants each 

year. Of the 16.9 million inhabitants in the Netherlands, sub-Saharan Africans make 

up about 1.30% of this population, hence a significant population from which to 

generate knowledge to inform policy and practice. While the statistics on the 

migration of people to the Netherlands parallels with the growing trend on migration 

across other parts of western Europe (e.g. De Haas 2008; Gemmeke, 2013; Van 

Hear, 1998), little is known about how migrants, particularly Africans, are settling in 

their new abodes in terms of developing a sense of place (SOP) in relation to feelings 

of attachment to, identity of, and dependence on a new place, despite the 

increasingly anti-migrant climate across Europe (Gemmeke, 2013). SOP theory has 

great implication for migration, and the analytical potential of this concept is yet to 

be fully realized as far as the scholarly study of migration movements is concerned 

(Mendoza & Moren-Alegret, 2012).  
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The migratory patterns of people who migrated from Africa to the 

Netherlands require a closer look, such that one considers how people of African 

descent develop their SOP in a Dutch society and the determinants related to their 

place experiences in metropolitan areas such as the northern and western parts of 

the Netherlands. The experience of SOP can be complex, especially among migrant 

groups like the African diasporas, as it can be strongly influenced by culture (e.g. 

Dutch individualism vs African migrant collectivism), pre- and post- migration 

factors (e.g. migration status, refugees vs skilled migrants), settlement experiences 

(e.g. discrimination, and past and present social and emotional experiences etc.). 

Besides studies looking at sense of belonging rarely examine migration-related and 

socio-demographic factors, a gap the current study seeks to address. Thus, this study 

aims to study people’s attitudes toward the Dutch society by exploring which 

migration and socio-demographic factors may serve as predictors of SOP experiences 

among African residents in western and northern Netherlands.  

 

Sense of place: theory and research  

According to Jorgensen and Stedman (2001), sense of place (SOP) does not 

only refer to attachment and dependence, but also to forming an identity with the 

same space (or spatial setting). Accordingly, SOP is general term that measure three 

different but related concepts: place identity (PI), place dependence (PD), and place 

attachment (PA) (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001). The multidimensionality of place 

theory positions how individuals can experience place at three domains (Counted, 

2016). These place experiences are conceptualised based on the sense of place 

attitude theory as the responses to an object or stimulus in a geographic setting that 

have the potential to arouse attachment to the place, identity of that place, and 

behavioural commitment in that place (Counted, 2016; Jorgensen and Stedman, 

2001). Based on Counted’s (2016) multidimensional approach to place, PI represents 

the personal dimension of a place which has a cognitive function, and reflecting 

individual or group’s beliefs, perceptions, character, or identity that the self has 

developed in a particular place (e.g. accent or lifestyle of a place). PA refers to 

attachment, often in the form of an attraction, to the physical and natural elements 

of a place, thus playing an affective role in drawing the individual or group to a 

particular geographic setting (such as Christians to Jerusalem or Muslims to Mecca 

etc.). Counted (2016) conceptualises this as the place dimension or attachment to the 
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environmental ensemble in his multidimensional approach to place theory. PD 

represents the psychological process dimension in place theory, which suggests “an 

ongoing relationship with a place that supports our life goals and activities” (Counted 

2016, p.13). Each of the three aspects emphasize domains of place that are involved 

in people-place relationships and experiences.  

Proshansky, Fabian, and Kamino (1983) noted that PI is analogous to gender 

or role identity in that one can identify with what they are living (e.g., one may say ‘I 

am a New Yorker’, which shows a stronger PI than ‘I live in New York’). On the other 

hand, PA refers to affective or emotional processes towards a spatial setting 

(Williams, Patterson, Roggenbuck, Watson, 1992). PA is analogous to concepts, such 

as child-parent attachment. PD is a psychological process towards a place, yet unlike 

PA, it can be negative in the event of forced displacement where the individual 

depends on the resources of a place for survival. PD is possibly similar to behavioural 

dependence, in which one cannot break certain behaviours. In a subsequent study, 

Jorgensen and Stedman (2006) investigated the factors underlying SOP among 

lakeside property owners in North Wisconsin. They found that, time spent at the 

property, perception of environment nearby including the lake itself as well as age of 

the property owner plays a role in forming a SOP. 

According to several studies, psychological dimensions do play a key role in 

the formation and development of SOP (Ujang & Zakariya, 2015). Along these lines, 

it is suggested that memories associated with a spatial setting is also related to the 

strength of SOP and its subcomponents: PA, PI, and PD (Gustafson, 2001). Having 

or forming a SOP is quite important as it helps with the management of the 

environment and spatial setting. Chigbu (2013) argued that a lack of SOP among 

rural residents in Uturu, Nigeria is detrimental to development. Along these lines, 

Hay (1998) reported that SOP is related to being raised in a place, and this is even 

stronger for indigenous people, such as the Maori in New Zealand. 

 

Migration Factors, Socio-demographic Status, and Sense of Place  

The understanding of SOP in people’s lives provides a new way of thinking 

about migration, as migration-related factors seem to play a vital role in influencing 

SOP. Kohlbacher, Reeger, and Schnell (2015) pointed this out in their study with 

migrants in and Austrian natives of Vienna, reasoning that migration factors such as 

place of origin and residence are more important in explaining people-place 
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experiences, than socio-demographic factors. Their study shows that Vienna natives 

had a stronger SOP compared to migrants who were significantly less drawn to 

Austria. This dichotomy was linked to deprivation and mobility among migrants 

(who lived in deprived settings) and social ties among local natives (who lived in 

neighbourhood that were better-off). Geographic mobility was also implicated in the 

experience of SOP among migrants and returnees in Chaohu, China (Du, 2015). 

Bailey, Kearns, and Livingston (2012) showed that local natives and migrants may 

have different patterns of experiences in a place. For instance, the SOP is 

significantly lower in-migrant groups because areas where most migrants live are 

likely to have weaker social cohesion even though the drivers of attachment may still 

remain the same between the natives and migrants. The place of residence in a 

multicultural country also emerged as an important factor among urban and rural 

residents in Western Australia (Anton and Lawrence, 2014), pointing to residential 

neighborhood as an important migration variable in studying SOP. A similar study 

was conducted in a Dutch context where researchers examined people-place 

relationships in deprived neighbourhoods among Dutch citizens (Lager, van Hoven, 

& Meijering, 2012; van der Graaf, 2009). Lager et al. suggest that the place of 

residence (e.g. in co-housing communities) serves as a central setting of experience 

from which migrants explored their broader environment and formed new 

attachments in the community.  

Immigration and citizenship status have been linked to SOP and feeling of 

belonging. For example, Simonsen (2017) found that having a residence visa status 

and citizenship were associated with increased national belonging (PI or PA) in 

developed countries where citizenship is a mark of national membership, compared 

to developing countries where citizenship has less important. Brettell (2006) has also 

positioned immigration status as a significant determinant of SOP and belonging, in 

that it helps in shaping attitudes toward PI and citizenship, arguing that migrants 

have a bifocal outlook on SOP. Other studies have suggested that the individual’s 

length of stay in a particular geographic setting can be a strong predictor of SOP 

(Anton & Lawrence, 2014; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001), in that individuals who have 

stayed longer in a place are likely to have stronger sense of place compared to those 

who are fairly new to the place. The same argument was made on the relationship 

between SOP and the language proficiency of a place, which can be mediated by the 
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length of stay. According to environmental psychologists Anton and Lawrence 

(2014), “The longer a person stays in a place the greater the likelihood of the place 

being incorporated into the identity structure, especially if that place also provides 

the individual with feelings of distinctiveness, continuity, self-esteem and self-

efficacy” (p.452). This is supported by previous studies done by Moore and Graefe 

(1994), and Vaske and Kobrin (2001), which theorise that PD tends to precede PI. 

This is because when a particular place meets the individual’s needs they are likely to 

stay longer there and in the process of depending on the place, could form 

attachment to and identity of that place. Therefore, individuals who have stayed 

longer in a place are likely to have learned the language of their place of residence, 

which can be conceptualised as a form of PI since language essentially represents the 

identity of a place.    

Along with migration factors, socio-demographic variables such as gender 

differences have been postulated to account for the variance in SOP. For example, 

Rose, Carrasco, and Charboneau (1998) found that females have weak ties to place 

compared to their male counterparts. This was reported in other similar studies (e.g., 

Campbell & Lee, 1990; Manzo, 2003), concluding that women tend to experience 

place differently from men. A study by Du (2015) suggests that educational 

attainment is related to SOP in migrants and returnees in China. Du also found that 

educated migrants tend to have a stronger SOP in a host city, and likely to be more 

welcomed and accepted by the new socio‐spatial environment, than non-educated 

migrants. Lewicka (2010) argued that age and level of education are important 

factors necessary for studying place experiences. It is also possible that older people 

are more likely to have stronger SOP than young people due to the years one lives in 

a place.  

The above-mentioned studies point to the prevailing effect of migration and 

socio-demographic factors on SOP, while also revealing both positive (Forrest & 

Kearns, 2000; Greif, 2009; Gorney & Rounczyk-Ruiz, 2014) and negative outcomes 

of SOP in terms of inter-group conflicts (Fried, 2000; Devine-Wright, 2009) and the 

lack of desire to explore other places (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996), among others. 

Interestingly, none of the studies on SOP in Europe have specifically covered the 

experience of sub-Saharan African migrant group living in foreign countries, except 

for ones done in England (Waite & Cook, 2011) and the United States (Rawlings, 
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2010). A lack of empirical data on African migrants is observed in research on SOP in 

the Netherlands, and Europe in general. It is worth mentioning that the work of 

Buitelaar and Stock (2016) on attachment to 'home' among Moroccan Dutch citizens 

may also reflect the SOP experiences of Northern African migrants in a Dutch 

society. Studying the SOP of migrant groups in host-countries has important 

implications for migration studies in terms of understanding how such groups feel at 

‘home’ in a foreign country and the socio-demographic and migration experiences 

that facilitate their civic integration. These experiences, it is believed, are the window 

to exploring aspects of place experiences that are developed as determinants of 

migration and socio-demographic factors. This paper therefore investigates how SOP 

(PA, PI, and PD) are related to migration and socio-demographic factors; thus, the 

following hypotheses are examined:  

● Migration variables such as region of residence, length of stay, language 

proficiency, and immigration status will be statistically related to SOP 

attitudes (PA, PI, and PD). 

● Socio-demographic factors such as age, gender, relationship status, level of 

education, and religious background will be statistically associated with 

SOP attitudes (PA, PI, and PD).  

 

Methods 

 

Procedures 

Research was approved by the faculty board of the University of Groningen and 

informed consent obtained from participants of sub-Saharan African background to 

conduct a cross-sectional survey between November 2015 and April 2016. The 

participants were recruited from Amsterdam, Groningen, Utrecht, Rotterdam, 

Almere, Den Hague, and Assen, which have the largest population of international 

migrants in western and northern Netherlands. Cross-sectional data were collected 

from 175 African residents who had settled in northern and western Netherlands. 

The study used a snowball sampling approach, a method used for recruiting the 

participants from existing community structures. Renzaho and colleagues (2006, 

2008, 2009, 2012, 2014) conducted a series of studies in which the viability to using 
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the snowballing sampling technique among African migrants was examined. They 

noted that the snowball technique for research on African migrants is preferable 

since they are a hard-to-reach population and often excluded in mainstream research 

due to difficulties of accessing them and concluded that they may only be reached 

through recommendation from exiting community leaders or structures. They added 

the advantage of using snowball sampling which include the ability to locate hidden 

and minority populations and hence the opportunity to fill in the gap in knowledge 

that cannot be generated by the mainstream research. 

Participants had regular meetings as religious groups, student groups, and 

cultural groups. The first author (VC) toured around the western and northern 

regions of the Netherlands to participate in different cultural, student, and religious 

events organised by group leaders, most of whom have been in contact with VC and 

been informed about the study. Leaders of these groups informed their respective 

communities about the study, and a date for the data collection was arranged. Upon 

arrival at the group events, VC was asked to explain the study to members of the 

groups. They were told that the study was exploring to what extent their SOP in the 

Netherlands was influenced by their migration background and socio-demographic 

status. A total of 353 participants responded to the initial invitation (collecting copies 

of the surveys) to participate in the study at different meetings and events, but only 

175 participants returned their completed surveys either at the same time of initial 

meeting, the following week, or via mail.  

 

Participants 

Our participants had been residents of cities in northern and western parts of 

the Netherlands for more than six months (33.3% and 66.7% respectively): 58.9% far 

more than 5 years and 41.1% less than 5 years. The participants are originally from 

Eastern (11.7%), Central (6.9%), Western (73.1%), and Southern (8.3%) Africa. They 

are citizens of the following countries: Angola, Botswana, Burundi, Cameroon, 

Congo, Eritrea, Gambia, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, South Africa, 

Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. Roughly half (52%) were female, 

and 81.9% of the total sample spoke Dutch or had a little knowledge of the language. 

72.4% of the participants were aged between 18 to 45 years old with the remaining 

over 45. In the total sample, 56.3% had completed tertiary education (compared to 
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43.7% with high school or less education), 50.6% were married, 43.1% single, 6.3% 

either divorced, widowed, or separated. Almost all the participants (94.2%) were 

Christian, 3.5% Muslim, 1.2% African traditional religious followers, and 1.2% 

identified their religion as other.   

 

Measures and Variables 

 

Outcome Variables  

SOP experiences. A 12-item measure adapted from the Sense of Place Scale 

(SOP) by Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) was used to assess the SOP of the 

participants in terms of their place attachment (PA), place identity (PI), and place 

dependence (PD). The measurement was guided by the three-factor model for 

measuring SOP, which is seen as a response to an object or stimulus in a place that 

has the potential to arouse attachment, identity, and behavioural commitment 

(dependence) (Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001). PA (α = 80), for example, refers to 

the physical attraction to a place or attachment to “human-made and non-human-

made material elements and environmental qualities of a particular place” 

(Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001, p.13). PI (α = .61) refers to an individual or group’s 

“cognitions, beliefs, perceptions or thoughts that the self has invested in a particular 

spatial setting” (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001, p.238), showing how a place can 

function as a repository for emotions and relationships that give meaning to life in a 

particular place. PD (α = .67) on the other hand is “an ongoing relationship with a 

place that supports our life goals and activities” (Counted, 2016, p.13). Each of the 

three aspects describing dimensions of SOP were used in this study, along with the 

overall SOP Scale 12 items which were combined to measure a composite of general 

SOP (α = .83). The rating was done on a 5-point scale (1 = Disagree strongly, 5 = 

Agree strongly), with higher scores suggesting higher levels of the construct in each 

dimension. Two negatively worded PD items were reverse coded before data analysis. 

  

Predictor Variables 

Migration factors. Variables include place/region of residence 

(0=Northern Netherlands; 1=Western Netherlands), length of stay (0= under 5 

years; 1= over 5 years), Dutch language proficiency (0= Yes speaks Dutch; 1= Do not 

speak Dutch; 2= A little knowledge of Dutch), and Immigration Status was measured 

158



 

 

 

 

with the question “Do you currently hold a (valid) residence permit for the 

Netherlands” (0= Yes, have a valid residence permit; 1= No valid residence permit; 

2=Do not want to disclose).  

 

Socio-demographic factors. Variables include Age (0= 18-25; 1= 26-35; 

2= 36-45; 3= 46-55; 4= >=56 years), gender (0= female; 1= male), relationship 

status (0= Married; 1= Single (or not in a long-term relationship); 2= 

Separated/widowed/divorced), level of education (0= High school or less; 1=Tertiary 

education), religious background (0= Christian; 1= Muslim; 2= African Traditional 

Religion; 3= Other), and region/place of origin in Africa (0= Central; 1= Eastern; 2= 

Western; 3= Southern).  

 

Statistical Analysis 

As shown in Table 1, study variables showed satisfactory Cronbach alphas. 

Data were analysed using STATA, version 13. We provided a descriptive summary of 

the SOP, migration, and socio-demographic data in Table 1 with the percentiles and 

variable means. As shown in Table 2, univariate (UB, unadjusted model) and 

multivariate (AB, adjusted model) analyses were conducted using the hierarchical 

regression analysis to examine the main effects of socio-demographic and migration 

factors on SOP experiences (PA, PI, and PD). All control variables from the socio-

demographic and migration variables with a p-value <.10 were entered in the 

adjusted model (AB) examining the associations between socio-demographic and 

migration factors and SOP. Significance was set at p<0.05.  

 

 

Results  

Descriptive Statistics  

As shown in Table 1, participants showed a moderate mean score of SOP on a 

scale of 1 to 5. Overall, participants showed stronger levels of general SOP (M=3.082, 

SD=0.517). In terms of the individual SOP domains, participants seem to have 

stronger PA (M=3.224, SD=0.803) and PI (M=3.167. SD=0.723) than PD which was 

fairly average with a mean score of M=2.963 and SD=0.749. Further descriptive data 

are summarised in Table 1.  
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Study Sample (N 175) 

SOP variables 

α M SD Min Max 

     

General SOP .83 3.0817 0.51681 1.83 5 

PA .80 3.2243 0.80252 1 5 

PI .61 3.1668 0.72454 1 5 

PD .67 2.9634 0.74871 1 5 

 

Migration and socio-demographic variables 

N % 

Immigration Status 

Yes, have a valid residence permit. 

No valid residence permit. 

Do not want to disclose. 5(2.9%) 

154 

13 

5 

89.5% 

7.6% 

2.9% 

Regions of residence in the Netherlands 

Northern Netherlands. 

Western Netherlands.   

54 

108 

33.3% 

66.7% 

Dutch language proficiency 

Speak Dutch.   

Do not speak Dutch.   

A little knowledge of Dutch.   

84 

31 

57 

48.8% 

18% 

33.1% 

Age 

18-25.    

26-35.   

36-45.   

46-55.   

>=56 years.   

34 

39 

53 

26 

22 

19.5% 

22.4% 

30.5% 

14.9% 

12.6% 
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Gender 

Males.   

Females. 

83 

80 

48% 

52% 

Region of birth in Africa 

Central Africa 

Eastern Africa   

Western Africa   

Southern Africa   

10 

17 

106 

12 

6.9% 

11.7% 

73.1% 

8.3% 

Relationship Status 

Married   

Single   

Separated/Divorced/Widowed   

88 

75 

11 

50.6% 

43.1% 

6.3% 

Level of Education 

High school or less   

Tertiary education   

76 

98 

43.7% 

56.3% 

Length of stay in the Netherlands 

Less than 5 years 72 (41.1%) 

More than 5 years 103 (58.9%) 

72 

103 

41.1% 

58.9% 

Religious Background 

Christianity   

Islam   

African Traditional Religion 

Other   

163 

6 

2 

2 

94.2% 

3.5% 

1.2% 

1.2% 

Length of stay in the Netherlands 

Less than 5 years   

More than 5 years   

72 

103 

41.1% 

58.9% 
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Religious Background 

Christianity   

Islam   

African Traditional Religion 

Other   

163 

6 

2 

2 

94.2% 

3.5% 

1.2% 

1.2% 

 

SOP and Migration Factors   

As shown in Table 2, even after controlling for length of stay, language 

proficiency, age, gender, place of origin, PD was positively associated with region of 

residence (b=1.26, 95%CI: 0.26, 2.25; p=0.014) and higher among African residents 

living in the western region of the Netherlands than those in the northern region. In 

addition, PD was lower among participants having a little knowledge of the Dutch 

language (b=-0.99, 95%CI: -1.99, -.01; p=0.051) compared to those speaking it 

fluently. The main effects of length of stay were positively associated with several 

place experiences such as PD (b=1.65, 95%CI: .77, 2.52; p=0.000), PA (b=1.43, 

95%CI: .47, 2.78; p=0.004), and general SOP (b=2.99, 95%CI: .87, 5.12; p=0.006); 

with stronger SOP effects reported among long-term African residents (more than 5 

years) than with short-term residents (less than 5 years). Scores of PI were not 

significantly related to any migration factor and neither was immigration status 

associated with any SOP experience.   
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Table 2: Regression models for SOP variables (95% confidence interval) by socio-

demographic and migration factors 

Migration Factors PI PD PA SOP 

 

UB (95% 

CI) 

AB(95% 

CI) 

UB (95% 

CI) 

AB (95% 

CI) 

UB (95% 

CI) 

AB (95% 

CI) 

UB (95% 

CI) 

AB (95% 

CI) 

Dutch Region of Residence 

Northern 

Netherlands Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

Western 

Netherlands 

.121 (-

.10 to 

.34) 

0.248(-

.95 to 

1.44) 

1.256(.2

6 to 

2.25)* 

1.281(-

.02 to 

2.58)* 

0.923(-

.13 to 

1.99) 

0.086(-

1.46 to 

1.63) 

 2.268(-

.10 to 

4.64) 

1.615(-

1.73 to 

4.96) 

Length of Stay 

Less than 5 years Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

More than 5 years 

-0.083 

(-.34 to 

.17) 

-.110 (-

.52 to 

.30) 

1.646 

(.77 to 

2.52)* 

0.105(-

1.10 to 

1.31) 

1.425(.4

7 to 

2.78)* 

0.304(-

.07 to 

.67) 

2.996(.8

7 to 

5.12)* 

0.280 (-

.65 to 

1.21) 

Dutch Language Proficiency 

Speak Dutch Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

Do Not Speak Dutch 

-0.109 (-

.41 to 

.19) 

-0.302(-

1.67 to 

1.06) 

-1.195(-

2.42 to 

.03) 

-1.109(-

2.59 to 

.38) 

-0.906(-

2.25 to 

.44) 

-0.494(-

2.27 to 

1.28) 

-2.371(-

5.34 to 

.60) 

-1.904(-

5.73 to 

1.92) 

A Little Knowledge 

of Dutch 

0.006 (-

.24 to 

.25) 

-0.183(-

1.22 to 

.86) 

-0.992(-

1.99 to -

.01)* 

-1.047(-

2.18 to 

.08) 

-0.172(-

1.27 to 

.92) 

-0.109(-

1.46 to 

1.24) 

-1.221(-

3.64 to 

1.20) 

-1.339(-

4.25 to 

1.57) 
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Immigration Status 

Valid residence 

permit Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

No valid residence 

permit 

-0.008(-

1.33 to 

1.31) 

0.050(-

1.62 to 

1.72) 

-0.241(-

1.91 to 

1.42) 

-0.274(-

2.09 to 

1.54) 

-0.608(-

2.41 to 

1.19) 

-0.895(-

3.07 to 

1.27) 

-0.857(-

4.77 to 

3.05) 

-1.1203(-

5.80 to 

3.56) 

Do not want to 

disclose 

1.874(-

.21 to 

3.96) 

1.855(-

.82 to 

4.53) 

1.236(-

1.39 to 

3.86) 

1.1304(-

1.78 to 

4.04) 

2.574(-

.26 to 

5.41) 

2.097(-

1.37 to 

5.57) 

5.684(-

.47 to 

11.83) 

5.083(-

2.41 to 

12.57) 

Socio-demographic Factors 

Age 

18 - 25 Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

26 - 35 

-0.514(-

1.63 to 

.60) 

-0.850(-

2.36 to 

.66) 

0.043(-

1.32 to 

1.40) 

-0.162(-

1.81 to 

1.48) 

-0.073(-

1.54 to 

1.39) 

0.284(-

1.68 to 

2.25) 

-0.544(-

3.80 to 

2.71) 

-0.727(-

4.96 to 

3.51) 

36 - 45 

-0.305(-

1.35 to 

.74) 

-0.540(-

2.11 to 

1.03) 

-0.026(-

1.30 to 

1.24) 

-0.794(-

2.49 to 

.91) 

0.247(-

1.12 to 

1.62) 

0.469(-

1.56 to 

2.50) 

-0.082(-

3.13 to 

2.97) 

-0.865(-

5.25 to 

3.52) 

46 - 55 

0.157(-

1.08 to 

1.39) 

-0.207(-

2.12 to 

1.70) 

1.568(.0

6 to 

3.08)* 

0.318(-

1.76 to 

2.40) 

1.990(.3

7 to 

3.61)* 

2.426(-

.05 to 

4.90)* 

3.715(.10 

to 7.33)* 

2.537(-

2.81 to 

7.89) 

>=56 years 

-0.238(-

1.54 to 

1.07) 

-0.730(-

3.06 to 

1.60) 

1.759(.17 

to 3.34)* 

0.186(-

2.35 to 

2.72) 

1.557(-

.15 to 

3.26) 

1.346(-

1.68 to 

4.37) 

3.078(-

.72 to 

6.87) 

0.802(-

5.73 to 

7.33) 
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Gender 

Male Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

Female 

-0.133(-

.85 to 

.59) 

-0.147(-

1.14 to 

.85) 

-1.182(-

2.07 to -

.30)* 

-1.182(-

2.35 to 

2.72)* 

-0.215(-

1.19 to 

.76) 

-0.179(-

1.47 to 

1.11) 

-1.532(-

3.66 to 

.61) 

-1.578(-

4.37 to 

1.21) 

Education 

High school or less Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

Tertiary education 

-0.550(-

1.27 to 

.17) 

-0.147(-

1.33 to 

1.04) 

-0.648(-

1.55 to 

.25) 

0.602(-

.69 to 

1.89) 

-1.372(-

2.32 to -

.42)* 

-0.485(-

2.03 to 

1.06) 

-2.570(-

4.70 to -

.45)* 

-0.029(-

3.36 to 

3.30) 

Relationship 

Married Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

Single 

-0.141(-

.89 to 

.61) 

0.149(-

1.06 to 

1.36) 

-0.467(-

1.40 to 

.46) 

0.521(-

.80 to 

1.84) 

-0.444(-

1.44 to 

.55) 

0.459(-

1.11 to 

2.03) 

-1.053(-

3.27 to 

1.16) 

1.131(-

2.26 to 

4.52) 

Separated/widowed

/divorced 

0.317(-

1.20 to 

1.84) 

1.059(-

1.18 to 

3.30) 

-0.077(-

1.97 to 

1.82) 

0.123(-

2.31 to 

2.55) 

1.452(-

.57 to 

3.48) 

1.684(-

1.22 -

4.58) 

1.692(-

2.82 to 

6.20) 

2.866(-

3.39 to 

9.12) 

  

165



 

 

 

 

Region/Place of Origin 

Central Africa Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

Eastern Africa 

0.566(-

1.32 to 

2.46) 

0.880(-

1.43 to 

3.19) 

-0.832(-

3.03 to 

1.36) 

-0.531(-

3.04 to 

1.98) 

-0.082(-

2.62 to 

2.45) 

0.352(-

2.64 to 

3.35) 

-0.349(-

5.88 to 

5.18) 

0.702(-

5.76 to 

7.17) 

Western Africa 

1.013(-

.56 to 

2.58) 

1.201(-

.80 to 

3.20) 

2.064(.2

41 to 

3.89)* 

2.702(.5

3 to 

4.88)* 

1.741(-

.36 to 

3.85) 

1.718(-

.88 to 

4.31) 

4.819(.23 

to 9.41)* 

5.620(.0

2 to 

11.22)* 

Southern Africa 

0.781(-

1.25 to 

2.81) 

1.494(-

1.14 to 

4.13) 

-0.971(-

3.33-

1.39) 

0.821(-

2.04 to 

3.69) 

-0.587(-

2.78 to 

2.66) 

0.976(-

2.44 to 

4.40) 

-0.249(-

6.19 to 

5.70) 

3.291(-

4.09 to 

10.67) 

Religious Background 

Christian Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref 

Muslim 

-0.815(-

2.81 to 

1.18) 

2.368(-

.86 to 

5.59) 

-0.219(-

2.69 to 

2.25) 

4.083(.5

8 to 

7.59)* 

-0.297(-

2.94 to 

2.35) 

1.589(-

2.59 to 

5.77) 

-1.331(-

7.21 to 

4.55) 

8.041(-

.99 to 

17.07) 

African Traditional 

Religion 

-0.648(-

4.07 to 

2.77) 

-0.746(-

4.49 to 

3.00) 

-2.885(-

7.11 to 

1.34) 

-2.102(-

6.17 to 

1.97) 

-3.463(-

7.99 to 

1.06) 

-3.163(-

8.02 to 

1.69) 

-6.998(-

17.06 to 

3.06) 

-6.011(-

16.49 to 

4.47) 

Others 

-1.148(-

4.57 to 

2.27) 

-

0.949(4.

80 to 

2.90) 

-1.385(-

5.61 to 

2.84) 

0.974(-

3.21 to 

5.16) 

-1.963(-

6.49 to 

2.56) 

-0.632(-

5.63 to 

4.36) 

-4.498(-

14.56 to 

5.57) 

-0.606(-

11.38 to 

10.17) 

Notes: 

UB: unadjusted model; AB: adjusted model. 

Adjusted for control variables with a p-value <.10. 

Ref: reference group.   

* statistically significant outcomes at  < .05, p <  .01, or p <  .001. 
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Place and Socio-demographic Factors 

Univariate and multivariable analyses of SOP experiences and socio-

demographic factors are summarised in Table 2. First, PD was more positively 

related to age such that PD in older African residents from 46 and above (b=1.57, 

95%CI: 0.06, 3.08; p=0.042; b=1.759, 95%CI: .17, 3.34; p=0.030) is stronger than 

PD in younger residents under 45 years old. PD was also significantly lower among 

females than with males (b=-1.18, 95%CI: -2.07, -0.30; p=0.009). This negative 

relationship was retained even after adjusting for covariates. In addition, scores of 

PA (b=-1.37, 95%CI: -2.32, -.42; p=0.005) and general SOP (b=-2.57, 95%CI: -4.70, -

.45; p=0.018) were significantly related to education background and were lower in 

tertiary educated African residents; albeit these relationships did not remain 

significant after controlling for covariates. Furthermore, PD was statistically related 

to region of origin and higher among African residents from Western Africa (b=20.6, 

95%CI: 0.24, 3.89; p=0.027) compared to those from the central African region. This 

result remained statistically significant even in the adjusted model controlling for 

region of residence, length of stay, Dutch language proficiency, age, and gender. A 

similar significant relationship was found between region of origin and general SOP, 

with score ratings higher for Western African residents than those from central 

Africa (b=4.819, 95%CI: .23, 9.41; p=0.040) in both models.  

In addition, there was no relationship between participants’ religious 

background and SOP experiences. However, there was a positive association between 

PD and religious background when controlled for region of residence, length of stay, 

Dutch language proficiency, age, and gender. This result may suggest the mediating 

role of migration and socio-demographic factors among religious participants who 

depend on Dutch society. There was no statistically significant correlation between 

relationship status and any SOP experience, or between PI and any socio-

demographic variable, and neither was a statistically significant relationship found 

between education and PD.  

 

Discussion 

We examined the association between migration and socio-demographic 

factors and SOP in cross-sectional data of 175 sub-Saharan African residents living in 

northern and western regions of the Netherlands. Here is a summary of our main 

findings:  
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1. Region of residence was related to dependence on Dutch society: PD was 

stronger among African residents in western Netherlands than those in the 

northern region.   

2. Region of origin was associated with dependence on Dutch society: 

participants from Western Africa had stronger levels of PD compared to those 

from Central Africa.  

3. Language proficiency was associated with dependence on Dutch society: 

participants with a little knowledge of Dutch had lower PD than those who can 

speak Dutch fluently. 

4. Age differences was related to attachment to and dependence on Dutch 

society: older adults are more likely to develop PA and have PD compared to 

young people. 

5. Length of stay is related to attachment to and dependence on Dutch society: 

PA and PD are stronger among long-term African residents (more than 5 

years) than short-term residents (less than 5 years).  

6. Educational background is associated with attachment to Dutch society: PA is 

weak among African residents with a tertiary educational background 

compared to those with high school or no educational qualification. 

7. PD was weaker among Female participants compared to their Male 

counterparts. 

We proposed in hypothesis 1 that SOP experiences will be associated with 

migration-related factors. We were able to confirm this hypothesis in relation to the 

region of residence, length of stay, and language proficiency. First, length of stay was 

related to SOP in terms of PD and PA. These SOP experiences were stronger among 

long-term residents (more than 5 years) than with short-term residents (less than 5 

years). These findings could be due to the benefits of being a long-term resident, 

such as access to the health care system, social contacts, and other opportunities. 

These resources give long-term residents better and more meaningful SOP than 

those enjoyed by short-term residents, who may struggle to form a sense of 

community and access to opportunities in the Netherlands. This corroborates the 

findings of Heleniak (2009) who argues that the differences in SOP may come about 

as a result of a weak sense of community and issues related to place of residence. 

This was further revealed in our study, showing that dependence on the Netherlands 
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(PD) among African residents was related to locality and stronger among those living 

in the western region of the Netherlands which is more metropolitan and 

multicultural (with cities such Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Leiden, Utrecht, Den Haag, 

etc.) than in the north which is less metropolitan and multicultural (with cities such 

as Groningen, Emmen, Assen, among others). This suggests that African residents 

living in the western part of the Netherlands depend on the activities, resources, and 

attributes of that region which may be offering them a sense of security, value, and 

ascribed meanings (Stokols & Shumaker 1981). In addition, PD was inversely related 

to the language proficiency among African residents with a little knowledge of Dutch, 

suggesting a link between speaking the language of the place and the value ascribed 

to that place (Tuan, 1991). This negative relationship could suggest that the lesser 

their Dutch language proficiency the more likely it is for the participants to depend 

on the Dutch society. This could also mean that participants are likely to depend on 

various place resources or activities (e.g. Dutch language classes, cultural orientation, 

Dutch events etc.) which they rely on to learn about the Dutch society and develop 

their Dutch speaking skills due to their little knowledge of the Dutch language. The 

link between Dutch language proficiency and SOP still requires further research to 

gain clarity.    

 In Hypothesis 2 (H2) mentioned in the introductory section, we also 

estimated that SOP experiences will be related to socio-demographic factors. We 

were able to confirm H2 for socio-demographic variables such as age, gender, region 

of origin, level of education, and religious background. The main effects of age 

differences among older African residents (46 and above) (most of which have lived 

over five years) were related to PD and PA. This result suggests that older adults (46 

and above) are likely to have a stronger SOP than their younger counterparts (18 to 

45). This corroborates the findings of the study by Wiles, Leibing, Guberman, Reeve, 

and Allen (2012) on “aging in place”, in which age was seen as an advantage in terms 

of developing a “sense of attachment or connection and feelings of security and 

familiarity in relation to both homes and communities" (p. 357). According to Wiles 

et al. (2012), the more advanced one is in a place, the more likelihood there is that 

the person will strengthen their SOP through their network of relationships and roles 

in the place. Gender was also related to PD, with female African residents being less 

dependent on the Netherlands than their male counterparts, thus corroborating the 

work of McCarthy (2013, p.77) who reasons that place can be a setting "within which 
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gender relations may be reinforced, renegotiated or deeply embedded." The role of 

gender differences in SOP also suggest that affiliative needs and exploration curiosity 

are related in complex ways to the socialization of gender roles and mobility (Frieze 

& Li, 2010).  

Our study also reveals the negative relationship between level of education 

and PA, with weak attachment to Dutch society expressed by educated African 

residents compared to those with high school or less educational attainment. This 

result may fit into several interpretations, one of which might be that the more 

educated the participants become in Dutch society, the more likely it is for them to 

experience place dissatisfaction or fewer ties to Dutch society due to lack of 

opportunities in areas of their qualification compared to those who are less educated 

and willing to take any job offer. Another interpretation could be the effect of 

transnationalism that may be fostered by a higher education, where the labour 

market is global rather than local, in that the education obtained in developing 

African countries is often not recognized by employers in the Netherlands. Other 

issues to consider are workplace discrimination including expecting to produce twice 

or more than Dutch counterparts to be recognized or promoted, occupying positions 

not commensurate with their qualification. Educated migrants may also tend to keep 

strong ties with home country to maximize their chance of returning to high 

positions and better jobs or increased political involvement. A study by Nekby, 

Rodin, and Ozcan (2009) suggest that this sense of place dissatisfaction is stronger 

for men than women. We further argue that this sense of place dissatisfaction or 

withdrawal from Dutch society among educated migrants is likely to be because of 

the education-occupation mismatch (Villarreal, 2017). It is expected for educated 

migrants to feel that they benefit less from migration than low educated migrants due 

to their economic disadvantage and lack of opportunities in the fields of their 

educational qualification often due to their racial and socio-demographic 

backgrounds (e.g. Djamba & Kimuna, 2011), employment hierarchies associated with 

ethnicity (Friberg & Midtboen, 2017), among other reasons. This particular finding 

corroborates several other studies examining the link between PA and education 

(e.g., Lewicka, 2010; Maliepaard, Lubbers, & Gijsberts, 2010), and well-documented 

in the education-occupation mismatch literature (e.g., Hartog, 2000; Quintini, 2011; 

Villarreal, 2017). The link between SOP and educational attainment warrants further 
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inquiry.  

As for the study limitation, the cross-sectional design may have made it 

impossible to make causal inferences, although some of the findings are evocative. 

Some further directions are worth mentioning: SOP among African migrants in other 

parts of the Netherlands; other factors related to SOP, such as religious affiliation; 

and interactive influences between socio-demographic status and migration factors 

on SOP variables.  

In conclusion, migration and socio-demographic factors remain important 

variables for discussing the SOP narrative of African migrants, as shown in the study 

results. Sense of place appears to be a very important, under-studied theme in the 

diasporic experience of Africans in the Netherlands, one related to their place of 

residence, region of origin, Dutch language proficiency, length of stay, age 

differences, gender, and educational background. It would appear that level of 

education is an important future research in terms of understanding the dynamics of 

SOP among the African diasporas, even though we argued that the weak SOP among 

educated migrants is likely to be as a result of their education-occupation mismatch 

and economic disadvantage in an international labour market where race and 

ethnicity matter. It is also important not to brush over the differences between 

Northern and Western regions of the Netherlands as this indicates something about 

cultural contact and the role of social diversity in promoting SOP among non-natives. 

Adequate attention should be given to the effects of these socio-demographic and 

migration variables on SOP experiences, as this could help in fostering the sense of 

social belonging, identity, and naturalisation in migrants of African background in 

Europe. 
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Chapter 7 

 
The role of spiritual attachment in 

strengthening sense of place in a migration 
context: main and interactive effects     

 

 

Abstract  

This paper investigates the relationship between negative place experiences (involving 

racial discrimination, place insecurity, and feeling of anxiety about the future in a 

place) and sense of place (SOP), and the role played by spiritual attachment (AG) as a 

moderator. Cross-sectional data (N=175) were obtained from African migrants in 

northern and western regions of the Netherlands using the SOP Scale and AG Measure. 

Overall, results reveal that respondents reported moderate levels of SOP attitudes 

(place attachment, PA; place identity, PI; place dependence, PD) and PA and PD were 

predicted by their length of stay in the Netherlands. Negative place experience 

involving racial discrimination was positively related to dependence on Dutch society 

(PD). Among the different SOP attitudes, it was found that AG positively predicts 

attachment to Dutch society (PA). Moderation analyses results support the 

moderating role of AG on the relationship between negative place experiences and 

SOP, in such that among migrants with high level of spiritual attachment there was a 

relationship between racial discrimination and developing a positive attachment to 

Dutch society (PA) whereas among those with low level of spiritual attachment there 

was a relationship between feeling unsafe in the Netherlands and developing Dutch 

identity (PI). Study implications are discussed in relation to the role of spirituality in 

promoting SOP.  

 

Introduction 

Negative place experiences involving experiences of racial discrimination, place 

insecurity, and feelings of anxiety about the future can have serious negative effects on 

people’s sense of community in a host country (Korous, Causadias, Casper, 2017; 

Manzo, 2003). Sense of place (henceforth, SOP) theory (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001) 
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has been used to understand the extent to which people are attached to, depend on, 

and have identity of a place as a representation and conceptualization of sense of 

community.  Most importantly, place has been discussed as a multidimensional 

construct that can be synthesized into three functions: emotional attachment, 

cognitive identity development, and behavioural dependence (Jorgensen & Stedman, 

2001; Stokowski, 2002). As an attachment setting, place is discussed in terms of its 

material qualities and geographic ensemble (Low & Altman, 1992; Jorgensen & 

Stedman, 2001; Seamon, 2012), in that people may form attachment to place (PA) on 

the basis of the spatial features of a place. Secondly, place is discussed in terms of how 

it affects the individual’s cognitive development and produces identity, or what 

Seamon (2012) refers to as genius loci. This aspect of place involves how the individual 

mirrors the character of a place and understands a place identity (PI) on a personal 

level (Proshansky et al. 1983). Thirdly, place involves some sort of conative, 

behavioural dependence on the lifeworlds, routines, and natural attitudes of place, or 

people-in-place (Seamon, 2012; Stokols & Shumaker, 1981), or place dependence (PD) 

(Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001). These three dimensions of place have been 

conceptualised as SOP attitudes, expressing the social psychology of place-specific 

attitudes in terms of "beliefs [PI], emotions [PA] and behavioural commitments [PD]" 

(Jorgensen & Stedman, 2006, p.317). SOP is mostly influenced by length of stay and 

place of residence (Anton, 2014; Lewicka, 2006). For example, long-term residents are 

most likely to have stronger SOP than newly arrived ones and living in a socially 

cohesive community buffers the effect of SOP. These factors trigger place-specific 

attitudes such as PA, PI, and PD, which facilitates people’s experiences in a place 

(Counted, 2016c; Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001; Morgan, 2010; Scannell & Gifford, 

2014). Using the sense of place theory, I examine the main effects of negative place 

experiences on SOP attitudes (i.e. place attachment, place dependence, place identity), 

and the role of spirituality, in terms of believer-God attachment, as a moderator in this 

relationship.   

  

Negative place experiences and sense of place 

Despite literature on predictors of SOP attitudes (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001, 2006), 

relationships between negative place experiences and SOP have not been fully 

investigated, although Scannell, Cox, Fletcher, and Heykoop (2016) suggested that 

negative place experiences — such as separation from one’s significant place and 
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forced relocation — can have a negative effect on SOP. Given the settlement and 

displacement challenges associated with migration, Fried’s (1963) magisterial study 

on place suggests that migrants are most likely exposed to displacement and negative 

experiences in a host country, which can affect their perception of a place. Given the 

socio-cultural and health challenges associated with migration and place change, 

migrants with lower level of SOP in a host country/community may be exposed to 

additional negative place experiences, such as racial discrimination, anxiety about the 

future, and feelings of insecurity; these experiences can take a toll on migrant health.  

 A meta-analysis by Korous, Causadias, and Casper (2017) suggests that the 

disparities in health and social belonging among migrants are related to the 

experiences of racial discrimination in a new place. These authors further reported an 

association between racism and an increase in the hormone released in response to 

stress (i.e. cortisol).  Another study reports an association between place insecurity in 

hostile regions and one’s ability to form attachment to a place (Billig, Kohn, & Levav, 

2006). Feelings of anxiety about the future in a new country have been linked to 

mental health problems and the inability to form a sense of community in a new abode 

among migrants and refugees (Sampson & Gifford, 2010). This anxiety might also be 

associated with separation anxiety and mourning the loss of attachment with another 

significant place (e.g., a home country or community) (Brook, 2003; Felix et al., 2015). 

These studies support the idea that negative place experiences, in the form of racial 

discrimination, place insecurity, or feelings of anxiety about the future in a particular 

place, may have an effect on people’s SOP in a host community/country.  

 

Attachment to God as a moderator 

Although the above-mentioned studies highlight the causes and consequences of SOP, 

only few offer initial empirical evidence that support the role of spirituality in human 

interactions with the environment (e.g., Trigwell, Francis, Bagot, 2014; Kamitsis & 

Francis, 2013), while others offer theoretical insights on the role of spirituality on SOP 

(e.g. Counted & Zock, in press; Counted, 2018; Counted & Watts, 2017). These studies 

emphasize the role of spirituality in managing stressors associated with a place, thus 

conceptualizing places as distal dynamic contexts of social interaction that contribute 

to spiritual interconnectedness. One aspect of spiritual interconnectedness studied in 

the psychology of religion literature is the idea that religious believers have a personal 

relationship with God in the form of an attachment relationship (Cicirelli, 2004; 
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Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016).  Hence, the positive effect of SOP constructs in 

people’s experiences of place, in environmental psychology circles, is in the same way 

that having a sense of proximity with God plays significant role in people’s lives 

especially when faced with negative experiences. This makes it plausible to expect that 

spiritual attachment of such kind may be functionally tied to SOP both directly and 

indirectly. Spiritual attachment reflects the normative ways in which people evaluate 

and experience their spirituality in terms of developing proximity to a Divine entity, 

turning to the Divine as a response to loss, and perceiving God as a safe haven and a 

secure base (Counted, 2016a, 2016b; Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016; Sim & Loh, 

2003), or even in terms of spiritual struggles when the individual experiences insecure 

AG such as divine avoidance and having anxiety about God (Ano & Pargament, 2014; 

Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002).  

 The role of spiritual attachment in the link between negative place experiences 

and SOP may best be conceptualized in the circle of place spirituality (CoPS) model 

(Counted, 2018; Counted, Possamai, McAuliffe, & Meade, 2018; Counted & Zock, in 

press) which shows how the attached individual runs to and fro in a circular pattern 

between two attachment poles when exposed to negative place experiences within the 

environment. The correspondence model of CoPS shows how attached individuals 

transfer their existing or previous attachment working model onto a new relationship 

with a surrogate (Counted & Zock, in press). In terms of the compensation model, the 

individual seeks a new relationship with a different object because of the loss of 

attachment or negative experience in a previous or existing relationship (Counted & 

Zock, in press). Alternatively, the CoPS motivational systems approach recognizes that 

individuals are likely to form attachment, and at the same time, explore a relationship 

with another object of attachment (e.g., a place, a divine entity, etc.) based on certain 

motivational factors such as personal feelings, tastes, intentions, drives, emotions, 

needs, and opinions. For example, in the event where the CoPS exploration-assertion 

motivational system is activated, the migrant may explore a relationship with their 

new abode either out of curiosity or to better understand the place of their attention, 

even though they may already be in a secure relationship with God. However, when 

the attachment-affiliation motivational system is activated based on perceived 

negative place experience, the migrant turn to seeking or maintain proximity with God 

to manage their SOP in relation to a perceived threat. To further illustrate this, see 

CoPS model in Figure 1, below. 
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Figure 1: The Circle of Place Spirituality © Victor Counted 

 

Consequently, building upon previous research in SOP literature, direct 

relationships are first proposed in that negative place experiences will be negatively 

associated with SOP attitudes. Second, spiritual attachment will be positively related 

to SOP attitudes. While literature sheds some light on the relationship between 

negative place experiences and SOP attitudes, little is known about the moderating 

role of spiritual attachment in this relationship in a migration context. Hence, given 

the role of spirituality in place literature, it is expected that spiritual attachment will 

moderate the link between negative place experiences and SOP attitudes, such that 

negative place experiences (NPE) are positively related to SOP among people scoring 

high on AG, whereas among people scoring low on AG there is a negative relationship 

between NPE and SOP.  

 

Methods 

Setting and Participants  

Netherlands is divided into Southern, Northern, Eastern and Western regions. 

Although there are similarities and distinctions between these regions, most cities and 

provinces in the West and North of the Netherlands are considered multicultural cities 
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with a significant number of international migrants, while cities in Southern and 

Eastern regions are quite unlike the rest of the country in that they have very few 

migrant population (Nabialek, Hamers, & Evers 2016). Western and northern regions 

have well-known cities renowned for institutions such as the University of Amsterdam, 

University of Groningen, and Universiteit Utrecht. These are largely responsible for 

attracting thousands of international migrants, working professionals, and students to 

Western and Northern Netherlands. Participants were recruited from cities such as 

Amsterdam, Groningen, Utrecht, Rotterdam, Almere, The Hague, and Assen, which 

have the largest population of international migrants in western and northern 

Netherlands. Some of the cities have been recognised by the Netherlands 

Environmental Assessment Agency as the largest metropolitan areas attracting 

international migrants in the Netherlands (Nabielek, Hamers, & Evers, 2016). 

The participants for this study had been residents of cities in northern and 

western parts of the Netherlands for more than six months (33.3% and 66.7% 

respectively): 58.9% more than 5 years and 41.1% less than 5 years. Their countries of 

birth are part of the sub-Saharan African region, which share similar cultural and 

religious orientations. Roughly half (52%) were female, and 81.9% of the total sample 

spoke Dutch or had a little knowledge of the language. 72.4% of the participants were 

aged between 18 to 45 years old with the remaining over 45. In the total sample, 56.3% 

had completed tertiary education (compared to 43.7% with high school or less 

education), 50.6% were married, 43.1% single, 6.3% either divorced, widowed, or 

separated. Almost all the participants (94.2%) were Christian, 3.5% Muslim, 1.2% 

African traditional religious followers, and 1.2% identified their religion as other.  

 

Procedure and Sample Size 

A cross-sectional survey was conducted between November 2015 and April 

2016 to explore the sense of place and AG of African migrants in the Netherlands. 

Cross-sectional data were collected from 175 African residents who had settled in 

northern and western Netherlands. The study used a snowball sampling approach, a 

method preferred for studying migrant and hard-to-reach populations and recruiting 

participants from existing community structures (Renzaho, Bilal, & Marks, 2013). 

Participants had regular meetings as religious groups, student groups, and cultural 

groups. The author toured around western and northern regions of the Netherlands to 
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participate in different cultural, student, and religious events organised by group 

leaders, most of whom have been in contact with the author and been informed about 

the study. Leaders of these groups informed their respective communities about the 

study, and a date for the data collection was arranged. Upon arrival at the group 

events, the author was asked to explain the study to members of the community. They 

were told that the study was exploring how their relationship with God is related to 

their sense of place in the Netherlands. Participants were asked to complete a 

questionnaire if they identified themselves as having a relationship with God whether 

through their Christian, Islamic, or traditional African faith. A total of 353 participants 

responded to the initial invitation (collecting copies of the surveys) to participate in 

the study at different meetings and events, but only 175 participants returned their 

completed surveys either on the spot, the following week, or via mail.  

  

Measures and Variables 

Sense of Place. A 12-item measure adapted from the Sense of Place Scale 

(SOP) by Jorgensen and Stedman (2001) was used to assess the place experience of 

the participants in terms of their PA, PI, and PD. The measurement was guided by the 

three-factor model for measuring SOP, which is seen as a response to an object or 

stimulus in a place that has the potential to arouse attachment (PA), identity (PI), and 

behavioural commitment (PD) (Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001). PA (α = 80; M=3.22, 

SD=0.80), for example, refers to physical attraction to a place or attachment to 

“human-made and non-human-made material elements and environmental qualities 

of a particular place” (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001, p.13), with statements, including 

(a) “I feel relaxed when I’m in the Netherlands”, and (b) “I feel happiest when I’m in 

the Netherlands”. PI (α = .61; M=3.17, SD=0.72) refers to an individual or group’s 

“cognitions, beliefs, perceptions or thoughts that the self has invested in a particular 

spatial setting” (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2001, p.238), showing how a place can 

function as a repository for relationships that give meaning and form identity (e.g. 

Everything about the Netherlands is a reflection of me; I feel that I can really be myself 

in the Netherlands). PD (α = .67; M=2.96, SD=0.75) on the other hand is “an ongoing 

relationship with a place that supports our life goals and activities” (Counted, 2016c, 

p.13), with statements, including (a) “Netherlands is the best place for doing the things 

that I enjoy most,” and (b) “For doing the things that I enjoy most, no other place can 

compare to Netherlands.” Each aspect describes a dimension of place experience 
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whereas the overall 12 items measure general SOP (α = .83). The rating was done on a 

5-point scale (1 = Disagree strongly, 5 = Agree strongly), with higher scores suggesting 

higher levels of the construct in each dimension. Two negatively worded PD items were 

reverse coded before data analysis. 

Negative place experiences. Negative place experiences were measured by 

asking the participants to select which of the negative experiences most represent their 

current place experiences in the Netherlands. Responses were categorized as “Anxiety 

about the future in the Netherlands”, “Feeling of insecurity in the Netherlands”, and 

“Experiences of racial discrimination”, with higher scores on each construct 

suggesting high level of negative place experiences.   

Attachment to God. The 16 AGM items (α = .97; M=5.31, SD=0.85) adapted 

from the Attachment to God Measure (Sim & Loh, 2003) assessed four dimensions of 

secure AG: the need to seek and maintain ‘proximity to God’ (α = .89) (e.g. I seek to 

be close to God; I do things that help me feel close to God), the extent to which God is 

experienced as a ‘safe haven’ (α = .91) (e.g. When I am afraid or anxious, I know that 

God is there for me; When I face difficulties, I turn to God), ‘secure base’ (α = .92) (e.g. 

My relationship with God gives me the courage to face new challenges; Knowing that 

God is there for me helps me live my daily life), and perceiving God as a ‘response to 

feeling of separation’ (α = .85) (e.g. It would distress me greatly if I lose my 

relationship with God; I would feel upset if I sense that God is far from me). These 

dimensions were identified as part of the criteria for understanding the attachment 

bond with God by Granqvist and Kirkpatrick (2016) and were combined as the total 

AG variable. The response scale was rated on a 6-point scale (1=Disagree strongly, 

6=Agree strongly).  

 Covariates. Non-identifiable demographic control variables were collected 

for place of residence, length of stay, marital status, education background, religious 

affiliation, and country of origin.  

 

Analytical Strategy 

Study data were analysed using Stata, version 13. Table 1 summarizes the 

intercorrelations between the measures. As shown in Table 2, multivariate analyses 

results were conducted using a multiple regression analysis to examine the main and 

interactive effects of negative place experiences, spiritual attachment, sense of place 
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attitudes (attachment, identity, dependence). Significance was set at p = .05. 

 

Results 

Participants showed a moderate mean score of SOP attitudes on scale of 1 to 5. 

Overall, participants showed stronger levels of PA (M=3.224, SD=0.803) and PI 

(M=3.167. SD=0.723), compared to PD (M=2.963, SD=0.749). The participants also 

had a very strong spiritual attachment with a mean score average of M=5.34 on a 1 to 

6 rating scale. As shown in Table 1, results of the bivariate correlations show that there 

are significant relationships between study variables. The experience of racial 

discrimination was positively related to place identity and place dependence. The 

experience of racial discrimination was negatively related to feelings of insecurity in 

the Netherland while place insecurity was negatively related to place attachment and 

place identity. The attachment to the Dutch society was positively related to 

attachment to God.    

As shown in Table 2, multivariate analysis results suggest that length of stay 

was positively related to dependence on, and attachment to Dutch society. This 

indicates that the length of migrants’ stay in Dutch society is related to the extent to 

which they develop a sense of community there. Contrary to the first study hypothesis, 

it was found that the experience of racial discrimination in Dutch society was positively 

associated with dependence on Dutch society, thus suggesting that migrants exposed 

to racial discrimination were often turning to activities/events/resources within the 

Dutch society that helped them overcome racial stigmas. However, in support of the 

second study hypothesis, study results also suggest a positive link between attachment 

to God and place attachment, controlling for length of stay, region of residence, 

religious affiliation, marital status, education, and country of origin (see Table 2).  
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Table 1. Intercorrelations among measures of sense of place attitudes, attachment 

to God, and negative place experiences (N=175)  

 Anxious 

about the 

future   

Experienc

es of 

racism   

Feelings 

of place 

insecurity 

Place 

attachme

nt 

Place 

identity 

Place 

dependen

ce 

Attachme

nt to God 

Anxious 

about the 

future 

-       

Experienc

es of 

racism  

.115 -      

Feelings 

of place 

insecurity  

-.024 -.197** -     

Place 

attachme

nt 

.040 .141 -.203** -    

Place 

identity  

.071 .156* -.233** .570 -   

Place 

dependen

ce  

.024 .159* -.101 .613** .507** -  

Attachme

nt to God  

.027 .050 -.121 .150** -.044 -.030 - 

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 2. Attachment to God and negative place outcomes on sense of place attitudes    

Variables 

Sense of Place Attitudes 

Place Identity Place Dependence Place Attachment 

 B (95% CI) SE B (95% CI) SE B (95% CI) SE 

Length of Stay 

-.087 (-.33, .15) .122 

.376 (.12, 

.63)*** .129 

.345 (.07, 

.62)** .138 

Place of Residence -.054 (-.28, 17) .115 .074 (-.17, 31) .121 -.161 (-.42, .10) .130 

Religious Affiliation -.226 (-.55, .09) .162  -.156 (-.50, .18) .171 .031 (-.33, 39) .184 

Marital Status  .035 (-.10, 17) .070 -.045 (-.19, .10) .074 .091 (-.07, .25) .080 

Education  

-.071 (-.19, .04) .058 .019 (-.10, 14) .061 

-.085 (-.22, 

.04) .065 

Country of Origin  .029 (-.08, .14) .054 .062 (-.05, 18) .057 .029 (-.09, .15) .061 

Attachment to God -.006 (-.02, .01) .005  -.006 (-.02, .01) .005 .011 (.00, .02)* .061 

Anxious about future in the 

Netherlands .132 (-.10, .36) .115 .048 (-.19, .29) .120 

.002 (-.26, 

.26) .130 

Experiences of racism in the 

Netherlands .161 (-.06, .38) .110 .247 (.02, .48)** .116 .202 (-.05, .45) .125 

Insecure/unsafe in the 

Netherlands -.397 (-.92, .13) .266 -.130 (-.68, .42) .279 

-.496 (-1.09, 

.10) .302 

Anxious about future in the 

Netherlands X attachment to 

God .017 (-.02, .06) .020 .003 (-.04, 04) .021 .016 (-.03, .06) .023 

Experiences of racism in the 

Netherlands X attachment to 

God   .026 (-.01, .06) .019 .036 (-.00, .08)  

.050 (.01, 

.09)** .022 
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Insecure/unsafe in the 

Netherlands X attachment to 

God 

-.101 (-.19, -

.02)** .044 -.070 (-.16, .02)  

-.050 (-.15, 

.05) .050 

Notes:  

Covariates: length of stay, place of residence, religious affiliation, marital status, educational 

background, and country of origin  

* statistically significant outcomes at * p< .05, * p <  .01, or * p <  .001. 

 

Furthermore, results of the moderation analyses confirm the interaction effects 

between negative place experiences and attachment to God on sense of place attitudes. 

First, the moderation results show that attachment to God moderates the relationship 

between racial discrimination and place attachment (b= .050, p= .01), such that 

among those high on AG, a relationship between racial discrimination and place 

attachment was found compared to those low on AG. Second, attachment to God 

moderates the link between feelings of place insecurity and place identity (b= -.101, p= 

.01), such that feeling unsafe in Dutch society was negatively associated with place 

identity among those with low level of AG as opposed to migrants with high level of 

AG.  

 

Discussion 

The present study was conceptualised within the theoretical frame of SOP theory with 

the aim of examining the extent to which spiritual interconnectedness through AG 

affects the relationship between negative place experiences (e.g. racial discrimination, 

place insecurity, feelings of anxiety about the future) and SOP attitudes (e.g., 

attachment to place, developing place identity, and dependency on place 

resources/activities) in a cross-sectional study of 175 African migrants living in the 

Netherlands. These associations were estimated given the complex nature of people-

place relationship interactions in which places are conceptualised as more than just 

geographic locations with definitive features. It was proposed that negative place 

experiences in a migration context will have a negative effect on SOP attitudes. 

Secondly, it was estimated that spiritual attachment involving a relationship 

experience with God will be positively associated with SOP attitudes. Thirdly, a 

moderation model was estimated in terms of the interaction effects of negative place 
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experiences x spiritual attachment on SOP attitudes. The following findings are 

noteworthy.  

Overall, African migrants in the Netherlands were found to generally have 

moderate levels of SOP, which was mainly predicted by the length of their stay in the 

Netherlands: higher length of stay was positively related to high level of dependence 

on, and attachment to, Dutch society. This finding corroborates previous studies on 

the predictive power of length of stay on SOP (Anton, 2014; Lewicka, 2006). Contrary 

to the first hypothesis which estimated a negative relationship between negative place 

experiences and SOP attitudes, it was found that the experience of racial 

discrimination was positively related to dependence on Dutch resources, activities, or 

events. This result provides an alternative perspective contrary to previous SOP 

studies supporting the negative effect of place challenges in facilitating a sense of 

community (e.g. Scannell et al. 2016; Korous, Causadias, & Casper, 2017). Most 

importantly, it shows that migrants experiencing racial discrimination in a new 

country are likely to turn to place resources and activities. This can include enrolling 

in or depending on language schools and learning institutions and engaging in native 

cultural practices that would help them assimilate faster (Remennick, 2010; Laing & 

Mair, 2015). Those resources and activities help migrants overcome race-based 

stigmas and stereotypes, such that they become a window to their social inclusion and 

a safeguard from racial discrimination.  

Furthermore, it was found that attachment to God was positively related to 

place attachment, suggesting that stronger spiritual attachment is related to greater 

attachment to Dutch society among African migrants, such that their spiritual 

interconnectedness became a secure base from which they explored the Netherlands. 

This result supports the circle of place spirituality model which proposes a to and fro 

circular pattern of movement between two attachment poles based on the individual’s 

attachment needs and exploration curiosity (Counted, 2018; Counted & Zock, in 

press). Study results suggest that spiritually attached migrants, though experiencing 

God as an attachment figure, are likely to develop place bond, thus experiencing place 

as an object of attachment without necessarily substituting one for the other. This 

means that migrants’ PA did not come about as a result of any negative experience with 

God. Most importantly, this finding reveals the role of spiritual attachment in 

strengthening PA (Counted & Zock, in press; Counted, 2018; Counted & Watts, 2017).  

Lastly, and in support of the third study hypothesis, attachment to God 
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moderates the relationship between negative place experiences (i.e., racial 

discrimination, place insecurity) and two SOP attitudes (i.e., PA and PI) respectively. 

Among securely attached migrants with high AG, a positive relationship between racial 

discrimination and developing attachment to Dutch society was found compared to 

those with low level of AG which was non-significant. There was a negative 

relationship between feeling unsafe in the Netherlands and Dutch place identity 

among migrants with low AG and non-significant relationship for those with high AG. 

Interestingly, while insecurely attached migrants (low AG) embraced the Dutch 

lifestyle/identity as a mechanism for mitigating their own feelings of insecurity in the 

Netherlands, securely attachment migrants (high AG) turned more to God to manage 

their experiences of racial discrimination.  The moderation results support the role of 

spirituality in promoting SOP despite the presence of negative place experiences. This 

confirms the moderating effect of attachment to God on the link between negative 

place experiences and SOP. 

Some study limitations should be acknowledged. First, the challenges 

encountered during study recruitment, with the hard-to-reach African migrant 

population, was a major difficulty in generating a representative sample. This makes 

generalisation harder because African migrants who participated in this study may not 

be representative of the target sample in the Netherlands. Further studies capturing a 

much broader representative sample of migrants in the Netherlands would help in the 

generalisation of study results. Second, the results of this study are only applicable to 

African migrants in the Netherlands. Future studies should explore how the 

association between NPE and AG on SOP may vary culture, generation, and regions. 

Third, the cross-sectional design may make it difficult to make firm predictions about 

causation. Further studies in this area should replicate these findings using 

longitudinal designs and examine whether the moderating effect of AG on NPE and 

AG among migrants are robust across time. Fourth, another limitation of the study is 

the lack of comparison groups since comparing findings between migrants versus 

natives, for example, would help in comprehending the extent to which AG plays a role 

as a moderator for each of the group. Fifth, the study data did not include experiences 

in human relationships; such data would have helped in understanding how 

experiences in human relationship may be shaping the moderating effect of AG on NPE 

and AG. And lastly, the measure of NPE may also be a limitation of this study since it 

was created through an item asking participants their agreement with three categories 
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of NPE. This NPE measure may be subjective to participants’ retrospective assessment 

of their position as migrants in a new place as they struggle to integrate within the 

broader society. Future research may wish to develop a more nuanced measurement 

for assessing NPE among migrants. Regardless of these limitations, study findings 

position spiritual attachment as a predictor of the link between negative place 

experiences and SOP among African migrants in the Netherlands. As a follow-up 

study, an assessment of other moderator and mediator variables in addition to 

spirituality across diverse contexts could be helpful to compare data.  

In summary, one point of departure from this study is the role of spirituality in 

the form of AG in promoting PA despite negative place experiences. Based on the study 

results, it is concluded that migrants of African background who have a secure 

relationship with God may likely form a sense of attachment to Dutch society despite 

the socio-cultural challenges associated with their place change and migration. 

Possibly, these relationships may have been maintained because of the perceived 

benefits of ‘place’ and ‘God’ as meaningful objects of attachment in the lives of the 

participants for managing negative place experiences related to racial discrimination 

and place insecurity in the Netherlands. Findings from the present study not only point to 

the value of how attachment to God might weaken the negative effects of negative place 

experiences on SOP in African migrants, but they also underscore the usefulness of evaluating 

the function of SOP components separately, perhaps especially when conducting studies 

involving migrants. Nonetheless, I am drawn to the conclusion that the study 

participants might have built their secure base around their relationship with God 

despite their negative place experiences, and thus this attachment bond enabled them 

to explore and engage with their broader environment and form attachment to Dutch 

society in the process of exploring their broader environment.  
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Chapter 8  
 
 

Length of Stay, Place of Residence, and Seeking 
Attachment to God in a Foreign Land: the 
moderating effect of religious background 

affiliation   
 
 

Abstract 

This study examines factors associated with seeking relationship experiences with God 

as an attachment figure among African migrants (N=175) in a Dutch society and the 

interactive attributes of these predictors. Drawing on the attachment-religion 

framework, it was estimated that migrants who leave their homeland or 

family/friends/support groups may turn to God as a surrogate attachment in a foreign 

country. Results from this study suggest that African migrants in the socially cohesive 

Western Netherlands sought a correspondence attachment to God compared to those 

in Northern region with less social contacts. Although there was no statistically 

significant relationship between length of stay and God attachment, the religious 

background affiliation of the participants moderated the link between length of stay 

and seeking attachment to God, indicating that newly arrived (below 5 years) African 

migrants scored higher on seeking and maintaining attachment to God in Dutch 

society, compared to long-term migrants. Study implications are carefully discussed 

in relation to cross-cultural psychology of religion and African transnational 

spirituality.  

 

Theoretical and Empirical Background 

 

African Diaspora and Religion/Spirituality   

Over the past few decades, there has been an increasing amount of literature exploring 

the concept of African “diaspora” as an important population sample for gaining 

deeper insight into the dynamics of relationship experiences with God (Counted, 
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Possamai, McAuliffe, Meade, 2018; Counted, 2018; Counted, in press). The term 

diaspora has to do with decolonisation, increased immigration, global communication 

and transport of dispersed populations. This also involves a whole range of 

transnational phenomena that encourage multi-locale attachments, globalization, and 

settlement of people within and across countries (Cohen, 1999; Counted, in press). The 

study of religion in relation to the African diaspora often tells a story of religious 

transnationalism and religious experiences of African migrants in Western countries 

and how their relationship experiences with God interact with both micro-level and 

macro-level structures of transnationality and decolonization (Counted, in press; 

Geertz, 1993; Schuler, 2008). According to Diatkite and Hucks (2013), recent studies 

related to decolonization, transnationality, and African diaspora religion are 

extrapolated on the basis of repatriation of indigenous African life and belief systems. 

The conversation around decolonization and transnationality within African religious 

studies has evolved into two historical strands: colonial and postcolonial perspectives 

(Counted, in press). Interests in aspects of African diaspora religion as a colonized 

construct offer significant challenges for history as a deeply influenced ‘European’ self-

understanding of the religious ‘other’ (Diatkite & Hucks, 2013). On the other hand, 

postcolonial studies on African diaspora religion (e.g., Knibbe, 2009, 2011; Okyerefo, 

2014; Sabar, 2004, 2008; Adogame, 2008) claim to understand Africa’s history as 

influenced by ‘entangled histories’, resulting from interactions between Africans and 

their Christian colonizers, thus producing many hybrid cultural and Judeo-Christian 

religious systems which now inform and shape modern African thought and belief 

systems (Counted, in press).  

It appears that research on postcolonial African diaspora religion, as part of the 

deposits of the colonial interaction, seems to be centred on Christianity and 

conceptualized as a transnational missionary-based enterprise (Adogame, 2013). 

While pointing out the dearth of studies on religious perspectives of African during the 

colonial period, Diatkite & Hucks have suggested a new direction for African religious 

studies in the twenty-first century. They argue, while referring to Stuart (1994), that 

modern research in African religious studies "must encourage scholarship that 

disrupts the quest for an ‘original Africa’ where Africa and its diaspora exist in stasis 

and remain uncomplicated by the vicissitudes of time and history” (Diatkite & Hucks, 

2013, p.30). Most needed are postcolonial studies that engage the continental and 

diasporic diversity and proliferation of peoples of African origin in a global milieu 
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(ibid., 2013), in what Patterson and Kelley (2000) referred to as "Unfinished 

Migrations" of peoples of Africa in making of the modern world.  

Therefore, discussions on postcolonial African diaspora religion involve huge 

transnational migration movements and a surge in the population of Africans of 

diverse cultures and religious traditions, resulting from the processes of 

decolonization and globalization. However, in the literature on African religious 

transnationalism (e.g., Okyerefo, 2014; Adogame, 2013), the topic of attachment to 

God has not yet been explored. This experiential aspect of African diaspora religion is 

lacking in empirical research and encompasses noninstitutionalized religious activities 

and participation (Counted, in press). This aspect points to a paradigm shift in African 

religious transnationalism as a psychodynamic phenomenon related to subjective 

experiences, internal working models, and personal biographies (e.g. Counted, 

Possamai, McAuliffe, & Meade, 2018; Counted, in press). Such paradigm is consistent 

with Watts (2017) observation of a shift in religion/spirituality in which he sees 

religious belief moving away from its conservative and cultural aspects to incorporate 

aspects of experiential and personal faith. This aspect of African diaspora religion 

involves personality patterns, mental processes, emotional-cognitive representations 

of self, others, and the Divine, among other psychodynamic attributes. 

    

Attachment and Spirituality 

Attachment theory is viewed as one of the motivational bases of human 

behaviour that provides an explanatory framework for understanding social 

relationships. The theory derives from an evolutionary perspective that seeks to 

identify relationships as functional values of a biologically-based behavioural system 

designed to promote proximity-seeking behaviour with attachment figures, from 

whom closeness would facilitate processes that assure a sense of safety in times of 

danger and offer a secure base for individual growth and exploration (Bowlby, 1969, 

1973; Ainsworth, 1989; Ainsworth et al., 1978). Loss of such attachment would often 

lead to distress, grief, and negative emotional states (Bowlby, 1973). Ainsworth (1989) 

and other attachment scholars (e.g. Cicirelli, 1991a, 1991b; Mikulincer, Gillath & 

Shaver, 2002) suggest that the attachment behavioural system remains open to 

adaptation throughout a person's life. According to Luna (2009), this could be due to 

the developmental changes in cognitive control during adolescence in relation to 
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specific tasks such as the working memory and response inhibition. These tasks enable 

adult attachment satisfaction by the mere knowledge of the whereabouts of the 

attachment figure (Cicirelli, 2004). Sroufe and Waters (1977) have proposed that the 

goal of adult attachment was the need for ‘felt security’, highlighting how adults have 

a much stronger cognitive capacity than infants in their imaginary relationships with 

objects of attachment. This increased capacity enables adults to develop attachments 

through imaginary and visual connections with objects of attachment, in which ‘God’ 

is an example. Therefore, adult attachment processes can be seen in the way religious 

believers relate to God as a haven of safety in times of distress and consider Him a 

secure base for their personal growth, and from whom separation could cause anxiety 

to the believer (Counted, 2016a, 2016b; Granqvist & Hagekull 1999, 2000; Cicirelli, 

2004), even in new age spirituality movements (e.g., Granqvist, Fransson, & Hagekull, 

2009).  

As an innate psychological system in human beings, the attachment 

behavioural system subconsciously motivates a religious believer to maintain 

closeness with God, who in turn functions as some type of symbolic attachment figure 

in times of emotional need and distress (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2004, 2016). 

Kirkpatrick (1994, 1995, 2005; also see Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990) positions religious 

behaviours as aspects of attachment processes which reinforce belief in a personal 

relationship with God (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). This way of thinking about 

religion is central to most monotheistic religions, particularly Christianity. Granqvist 

and Kirkpatrick (2016) refer to this kind of experiential religion as a maturational 

aspect of attachment development, owing to the increased cognitive abilities adults 

have over infants, which allow them to draw closer to invisible and anthropomorphic 

divine attachment surrogates. Granqvist and Kirkpatrick (2016) recognise the 

operation of the internal working model (IWM) in attachment to God (AG) 

developments. The IWM is formed during the early years of life and serves as the 

mental representation of what the individual should expect from their attachment 

figures. It helps them to regulate their emotional states and achieve attachment goals 

(Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). When the attachment system is activated in a 

relationship with God, the religious believer develops AG, which serves as a safe haven 

in times of danger. Frequent repetition and maintenance of such closeness with God 

may result in strengthening the relationship with God and manifesting specific 
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affective attitudes toward God. For example, this can range from establishing a secure 

attachment (where the individual shows confidence in their relationship with God and 

explores the broader environment from the baseline of divine connection) to an 

insecure attachment (where individuals lack confidence in God by either avoiding 

Him, becoming anxious and angry in their relationship with Him, or manifesting both 

a fearful and dismissive attitude towards Him) (Granqvist, 1998).  

The IWM modulates the relationship experiences with God on two levels: the 

correspondence and compensation hypotheses (Counted, 2016a, 2016b; Kirkpatrick, 

1998, 1999). In both hypotheses the IWM developed during the early years of life 

regulates the nature of attachment in a relationship with God. For example, an 

individual with a secure attachment with the primary caregiver is likely to replicate a 

similar experience in their relationship with God. On the contrary, individuals who 

experienced abusive attachment upbringing and emotional abandonment with their 

primary caregivers are more likely to form a relationship with God in the future in 

order to compensate for the unhealthy relationship they had (which they do not want 

to experience again) (Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). While most insecurely attached 

individuals, especially young people, often relate to God based on the emotional 

compensation theory, others may relate to God due to diverse personal reasons that 

may include enhancing their secure base and retaining the memories of their primary 

attachment, as shown in a study with South African Christian youths (Counted, 2016a; 

Counted, 2016b).  

 

God Attachment and African Transnational Spirituality     

There is a considerable amount of existing literature proposing that God can 

serve as a surrogate attachment figure, however these have focused on age: older 

adults (Cicirelli, 2004), young people (Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002), middle-aged 

adults (Bradshaw & Kent, 2017) and people of a particular religion: Christians 

(Bradshaw, Ellison, & Marcum, 2010) or Muslims (Miner, Ghobary-Bonab, Dowson, 

2017). Other studies have focused on women (Buser & Gibson, 2016), cancer patients 

(Cassibba et al. 2014), Dutch citizens (Schaap-Jonker et al. 2008), African Christian 

youths (Counted, 2016a, 2016b, Counted & Moustafa, 2017), and Chinese Christians 

(Wei et al. 2012). Despite the growing interest in the social scientific study of religion 
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exploring the relationship experiences with God in terms of AG, little is known about 

how this phenomenon is represented among African migrants, except by few studies 

by Counted and colleagues (e.g. Counted, Possamai, McAuliffe, & Meade, 2018; 

Counted, 2018; Counted, 2018b; Counted, in press). African migrants are 

geographically separated from their loved ones in their home countries and experience 

socio-cultural inequities in host-communities, thus leading them to form a 

relationship with a surrogate attachment figure that could give them a sense of 

meaning and belonging in their new abodes.  

Existing literature on African transnational religion/spirituality suggests that 

the religion of the African diaspora requires closer attention than it has previously 

received. This religion has been conceptualised by scholars as part of the politics of 

geography (Knibbe, 2009), conscious missionary agenda (Burgess, 2009), reverse-

mission (Okyerefo, 2014), contribution to religious diversification of the West 

(Adogame, 2008), and as the main space for the production of a sense of belonging 

among African migrants (Sabar, 2004). To expand the discussion on African 

transnational spirituality as a psychodynamic phenomenon, studying ways in which 

members of the African diaspora are experiencing God as a symbolic object of 

attachment need to be in conversation, as this is rarely covered in African 

transnational religion/spirituality literature. This paradigm shift deepens the 

conversation on African religious transformation as a transnational, experiential 

religion that is a panoply of attachment processes. This form of religious experience 

can be seen as the representation of God as a care-giving faith (e.g. Counted, 2016a, 

2018b), involving perceiving God as an attachment figure, serving as a safe haven in 

times of distress and secure base for exploring the broader diaspora environment. This 

attachment experience is important for members of the African diaspora who are 

experiencing socio-cultural challenges associated with adjusting to their new abode. 

In moments when they are confronted with such negative experiences, they are likely 

to turn to God as their safe haven for protection and comfort in the midst of the 

uncertainty of the future in a host country. Such individuals may also explore 

opportunities and future prospects in their host country based on their confidence in 

God as their secure base. Although some researchers (e.g. Braam et al. 2007; De Roos 

et al. 2001; Schaap-Jonker et al. 2008) have explored the representations of God 

among Dutch citizens, no study has investigated this phenomenon among African 
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diaspora communities in Dutch society, suggesting an important empirical gap in the 

attachment-religion framework literature.  

Knibbe and van der Meulen (2009) point to how African migrants are 

navigating the Dutch space, as they are increasingly developing unique African trans-

locality in the Netherlands and relating to their new abodes through creating their own 

religion and diaspora communities in relation to several factors. Relationship 

experiences with God involving seeking attachment-affiliation may be developed as a 

result of some factors. In a recent study involving migrants and natives in Austria, 

Kohlbacher et al. (2015) report that migration factors such as place/region of residence 

is important in terms of attachment patterns among migrants. This is because 

individuals living in a social cohesive neighbourhood are likely to experience a better 

sense of attachment with their human others, hence no need to form imaginary 

surrogate attachment or compensate by turning to God, albeit these individuals may 

model (correspond) their secure relationship model onto a new relationship—

exploring a new object even though they are securely attached. However, individuals 

living in isolated environments may seek surrogate attachment to make up for the 

unavailability of human contact. Anton and Lawrence (2014) also point to 

place/region of residence as an important variable explaining people’s attachment 

experience, creating a sense of belonging. Rentfrow and colleagues (2014, 2015) 

describe these regional differences in their geographical variability in the Big Five 

personality traits (conscientiousness, extraversion, openness, neuroticism, and 

agreeableness), concluding that regional locations relate to differences in personality. 

These variations in personality have been linked to societal outcomes related to the 

political, economic, social, and health atmosphere of a place. For example, in the 

United Kingdom, individuals in places with high levels of conscientiousness were 

drawn to the conservative political party candidates, while those in places with high 

levels of openness tended to be politically liberal.    

Length of stay may also be an important migration factor to consider when 

exploring attachment processes since newly arrived migrants are more likely to want 

to develop surrogate attachment than those who are long-term migrants who already 

have a strong social capital. The latter is expected to find creative ways of interacting 

with a relational figure who they would value as ‘a friend’ in a new place, thus 

susceptible to seeking attachment-affiliation with God in the process of finding a 
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secure base from whom to explore a new country. Newly arrived migrants are mostly 

likely to rely on a much wiser and stronger figure (e.g. God) as they navigate the 

uncertainty of the future in a foreign land where they are not officially recognized as 

members of that society compared to those who have lived there for a long time.  

It is likely that the religious background of migrants could contribute to their 

need for spiritual attachment. For example, religious migrants may seek relationship 

experiences with God compared to non-religious migrants who may not have that kind 

of worldview. However, after a long period of repeated discrimination and socio-

cultural challenges associated with adjusting to life in a new country, non-religious 

migrants may explore a relationship with God to help them adjust to their new life. An 

individual’s religious background or belief plays a significant role in understanding 

their relationship experiences with God, partly due to the emphasis on developing a 

personal relationship with God who is a ‘father’ and ‘friend’, compared to non-religious 

view that does not promote the existence of a personal, relational Divine entity. These 

views are likely to impact one’s relationship experiences with God, especially in a 

diaspora context.  Attachment is an important concept in the migrant-God 

relationship, since the feelings of love experienced in the context of such a relationship 

resemble more closely the prototypical attachment of a ‘child to a primary caregiver’. 

Therefore, identifying the predictors of African transnational spirituality in terms of 

their relationship experiences with God would have great implication for 

understanding the sense of social belonging and well-being outcomes of migrant 

groups.  

Recent studies have shown an association between African diasporas’ religious 

attachment and quality of life (Counted, Possamai, McAuliffe, & Meade, 2018; 

Counted, 2018a). Another study (Counted 2018b) also shows that global insecure 

attachment in human relationship experiences (e.g. avoidant and anxious) predicts 

seeking attachment to God among African Pentecostal diasporas. Therefore, the 

religious attachment of Africans in Dutch society requires a closer look, such that one 

considers the variables associated with their relationship experiences with God. 

Drawing on the compensation attachment model and African transnational 

spirituality, it is expected that African migrants in Dutch society who left their 

homeland or family/friends/support groups will compensate by turning to religion 

and God. First, it is hypothesised that this attachment development will be related to 
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the length of stay of African migrants. Second, given the effects of geographical 

variability in personality (Rentfrow et al., 2014, 2015), it is estimated that African 

migrants in Northern region of the Netherlands will seek a compensatory attachment 

to God compared to those in the Western region who may develop a correspondence 

attachment due to the differences in social cohesion in both regions. Lastly, it is further 

hypothesized that the religious background affiliation of the participants will moderate 

the relationship between their length of stay and seeking attachment to God, such that 

newly-arrived (below 5 years) religious participants may show a trend toward seeking 

attachment to God in a new country than non-religious participants on arrival. 

Alternatively, long-term non-religious participants may eventually turn to God and 

religion as an object of attachment after having experienced series of negative 

migration experiences (e.g. discrimination, racism, etc.) compared to newly arrived 

non-religious participants. 

 

Methods  

 

Sample and Procedure 

Study participants (n=175) are originally from sub-Saharan Africa and 

residents in northern and western parts of the Netherlands. The participants identified 

themselves as professionals, students, refugees, and migrant workers, and as citizens 

of sub-Saharan African countries. Participants were aged 18 years and above, and 52% 

were female. 50.6% were married, 43.1% single, and the rest either divorced, 

separated, or widowed. Other demographic and migration arrangements were 

categorized as follows: African migrants without a valid residence permit (7.6%); those 

living in Western Netherlands (66.7%); migrants with Dutch language proficiency 

(48.8%).  

Cross sectional data were collected from study participants using a snowball 

sampling approach, a method recommended by Renzaho et al. (2013) for studying 

migrant and hard-to-reach populations. Participants were recruited from existing 

African diaspora community structures through their regular meetings as religious 

groups, student groups, and cultural groups. The researcher toured around western 

and northern regions of the Netherlands in search of African diaspora groups where 
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he then participated in various cultural, student, and religious events organised by 

group leaders who had been informed about the study. The researcher was then invited 

to explain the study to the respective communities, telling them that it was exploring 

their relationship experience with God, and meetings were held with prospective 

participants who completed the surveys. A total of 353 participants responded to the 

initial invitation at different meetings and events, but only 175 of them returned their 

completed surveys either on the spot, the following week, or by mail.  

 

Measures   

Secure attachment to God. The 16 items (α = .97) 6-point scale (1=Disagree 

strongly, 6=Agree strongly) Attachment to God Measure (AGM) (Sim & Loh, 2003) 

assessed four dimensions of secure AG: proximity to God (α = .89; e.g. I seek to be 

close to God), God as a safe haven (α = .91; e.g. When I am afraid or anxious, I know 

that God is there for me), God as a secure base (α = .92; e.g. My relationship with God 

gives me the courage to face new challenges), and God as a response to separation (α 

= .85; e.g. I cannot bear to think of life without God). All the dimensions were 

combined to form the secure AG measure (α = .97; M=5.36, SD=0.83) for the 

descriptive statistics in Table 1.  

Insecure attachment to God. In addition to the above, the 9-item 

Attachment to God Scale (AGS) by Rowatt and Kirkpatrick (2002) was used to 

measure insecure AG. A 7-point scale (0=Not at all characteristic of me, 7=Very 

characteristic of me), the AGS contains two subscales measuring avoidant-attachment 

with God (α = .73, M=1.73, SD=1.59; e.g. God seems to have little or no interest in my 

personal affairs) and anxious-attachment with God (α = .71, M=2.95, 1.68; e.g. God 

sometimes seems very warm and other times very cold to me). Based on the 

suggestions of Rowatt and Kirkpatrick, items 4-6 were reverse-scored because they 

were negatively worded.  

Positive and negative attitudes toward God. Furthermore, two variables 

were adapted from the 9 item, 11-point, Attitudes toward God Scale (ATGS-9) (Wood 

et al., 2010) for measuring relationship experiences with God in terms of positive and 

negative attitudes toward God (0=Not at all, 10=Extremely). This measure was 

adapted since it consists of two subscales, with one tapping on the negative experience 

in one’s relationship with God in terms of disappointment/anger with God (α = .79, 
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M=1.11, SD=1.94; e.g. Feel that God has let you down) and the other measuring the 

positive relationship experience with God: positive attitudes toward God (α = .95, 

M=9.21, SD=1.67; e.g. Trust God to protect and care for you). All the AG variables used 

for this study are summarized in Table 1. 

 

Length of Stay. Study participants were asked how long they have lived in the 

Netherlands and their responses were coded into two categories: 1=participants who 

have lived in Dutch society for less than 5 years; and 2=residents above 5 years.   

Region of residence. Participants’ were also asked about their region of place 

of residence and the cities mentioned were categorised into two dummy variables: 

Northern and Western Netherlands. Western region of the Netherlands is more 

metropolitan with more population of internationals and student migrants than 

Northern Netherlands. 

Religious background/affiliation. Study participants were asked whether 

they were affiliated with a religious institution and their responses were categorised as 

“religious” for those who are part of a religious institution and “non-religious” for 

those who consider themselves spiritual but not religiously affiliated to any religious 

institution.   

Control variables. The relationships among study measures discussed above 

were also measured using the effects of socio-demographic binaries coded as gender 

(0=female; 1=male), age (0= 18-25; 1= 26-35; 2= 36-45; 3= 46-55; 4= 56-65; 6= 66-

110), and education background (0= High school or less; 1=Tertiary education) which 

were controlled statistically.    

 

Analytical Strategy  

The study hypothesis estimates that length of stay and region of residence will 

predict seeking attachment to God among African migrants in Dutch society. An 

interactive influence was also estimated in that the relationship between length of stay 

and seeking attachment to God will be moderated by participants’ religious 

background. This means that there should be a statistical interaction between length 

of stay and religious background on seeking attachment to God. Statistical analyses 

were conducted using SPSS, version 21.0. Descriptive statistics have been calculated 

and summarised in Table 1 with variable means for AG descriptors of the total sample. 
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Tests for additive and interaction effects were performed with ordinary least squares 

hierarchical regression analyses, and the significance is set at p<.05.  Following this, 

tests were performed for the proposed hypotheses in two steps. First, the direct 

relationship between the independent variables and seeking attachment to God were 

estimated in Model 1; thus, providing a test for the first two hypotheses on the effects 

of region of residence and length of stay as predictors of seeking attachment to God. 

Second, the cross-product interactive terms were entered into Model 2 in the next step; 

thus, providing a test for the last hypothesis estimating the moderating role of religious 

background in the relationship between length of stay and seeking attachment to God.  

 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics for seeking relationship experiences with God (n=175) 

 

Seeking attachment to God 

descriptors α M SD Minimum Maximum 

Secure attachment to God .97 5.36 0.83 1.31 6 

Divine Anxiety .71 2.95 1.68 1 7.00 

Divine Avoidance .73 1.73 0.90 1 4.33 

Positive Attitudes toward God .95 9.21 1.67 1 10 

Anger and disappointment with 

God .79 1.11 1.94 0 10 

 

Results  

As shown in Table 1, participants showed a strong level of attachment to God 

(AG) with the mean average of 5.36 (SD=0.83) on a scale of 1 to 6 in the combined 

secure AG measure. This shows the strength of their attachment, as is further 

demonstrated in the subscales: proximity to God (M=5.31, SD=0.85), perceptions of 

God as a secure base (M=5.34, SD=0.87) and safe haven (M=5.46, SD=0.85), and in 

turning to God as a response for separation (M=5.33, SD=0.94). On a scale of 1 to 7, 

the mean scores for Divine anxiety (M=2.95, SD=1.68) and Divine avoidance (M=1.72, 

SD=0.90) are very low, suggesting that participants are neither anxious nor avoidant 

in their relationship with God, thus not insecurely attached. This is also reflected in 

their attitudes toward God which showed stronger mean scores for positive attitudes 

toward God (M=9.21, SD=1.67) on a scale of 0 to 10, compared to feelings of 
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anger/disappointment with God (M=1.11, SD=1.94) on the same rating scale. Higher 

mean scores in secure AG indicators also suggest that African migrants in Dutch 

society may have secure attachment and positive attitudes toward God, rather than 

insecure attachment patterns and negative attitudes toward God respectively.  

 

Table 2. Bivariate Pearson’s r correlations of the measures of sample N=175 

Variables Length 
of stay 

Place 
of 
Reside
nce in 
the 
Netherl
ands 

Secure 
attach
ment 
to God 

Divine 
Avoida
nce 

Divine 
Anxiet
y 

Positive 
Attitud
es 
toward 
God 

Disappo
intment
/anger 
towards 
God 

Religio
us 
backgr
ound 

Length of stay -        

Region of 
Residence in the 
Netherlands 

.416** -       

Secure attachment 
to God 

.116 .119 -      

Divine Avoidance -.085 .070 -.545** -     

Divine Anxiety .006 .181* -.207** .550** -    

Positive Attitudes 
toward God 

.076 .112 .822** -.512** -.196**  
- 

  

Disappointment/a
nger towards God 

-.043 .150* -.289** .606** .470** -.310** -  

Religious 
background 

-.042 -.075 -.316** .293** .094 -.473** .189** - 

Note. **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 

level (2-tailed). Length of Stay (1= Below Five Years; 2=Above 5 Years); Religious background (1=Not 

Religious; 2=Neutral; 3=Religious); Region of Residence (1= Northern Netherlands; 2= Western 

Netherlands) 

 

 Several significant results are noteworthy in the bivariate correlations and 

multivariate analyses, but this section will only report on results related to the main 
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study hypotheses estimating the relationship between length of stay, religious 

background, and seeking attachment to God.  In Table 2, Pearson’s r correlation results 

reveal that length of stay was not related to religious background and attachment to 

God descriptors, but place of residence in the Netherlands was positively associated 

with Divine anxiety and disappointment with God. Religious background was 

negatively related to secure attachment to God and positive attitudes toward God, but 

positively correlated to Divine avoidance and disappointment with God in the Pearson 

correlations in Table 2. Secure attachment to God was positively related to positive 

attitudes toward God, but negatively correlated to insecure attachment to God 

descriptors such as Divine avoidance, Divine anxiety, and disappointment with God.  

Multivariate analyses data in Table 3 provide evidence for the first, second and 

third study hypotheses, respectively. More specifically, there was no significant 

relationship between length of stay and seeking attachment to God; thus, there was no 

support for this hypothesis. However, in support of the second study hypothesis, 

region of residence was positively associated with seeking attachment to God (secure 

attachment and positive attitudes toward God), suggesting that migrants living in the 

Western region were more likely to develop religious attachment, compared to those 

in the Northern region (see Model 1). Interestingly, when controlled for the interaction 

terms (religious background by length of stay), living in Western region was negatively 

related to insecure avoidant attachment, but also positively associated with secure 

attachment to God and positive attitudes toward God.   

Results of the moderation analyses are summarised in Tables 3. In support of 

the last hypothesis, it was found that religious background affiliation moderates the 

relationship between length of stay and seeking attachment to God involving secure 

attachment and positive attitudes toward God. More specifically, it was found (see 

Table 3) that newly-arrived (below 5 years) religiously affiliated migrants scored 

higher on secure attachment to God (b= -1.42, p=. 001)  and positive attitudes toward 

God (b= -1.02, p=. 001) compared to long-term religiously affiliated migrants. The 

negative relationship suggests that less LOS are related to higher/secure AG, thus 

confirming the moderation of the relationship between length of stay and AG by 

religious affiliation. In addition, although the model summary is not significant, 

results in Table 3 also suggest newly arrived (below 5 years) non-religious migrants, 

compared to long-term non-religious migrants, showed higher avoidant Divine 

attachment (b= -.226, p=.01).  This result suggests that the length of stay may not be 
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directly related to seeking attachment to God, but contingent on their religious 

background affiliation (especially among those that are religiously affiliated). 

 

Table 3. Ordinary least squares multiple regression analysis of the relationships 

among length of stay (LOS), region of residence (ROR), religious background, and 

seeking attachment to God among African migrants (N=175) 

 Seeking attachment relationship experiences with God 

Insecure Attachment to God Secure Attachment to God 

Divine anxiety Divine 

avoidance 

Disappointme

nt or anger 

with God 

Secure 

attachment 

to God 

Positive 

attitudes 

toward God 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Model 

1 

Model 

2 

Age 

-.048 

(-.060) 

-.059 

(-.074) 

.017 

(.011) 

.028 

(.019) 

.112 

(.168) 

.131 

(.197) 

.030 

(.019) 

.040 

(.026) 

.028 

(.036) 

.037 

(.049) 

Gender 

.016 

(.054

) 

.033 

(.109) 

-.001 

(-.002) 

.021 

(.037) 

-.080 

(-.310) 

-.060 

(-.231) 

-.120 

(-.202) 

-.106 

(-.179) 

-.032 

(-.106) 

-.028 

(-.093) 

Education 

-.115 

(.186) 

-.142 (-

.229) 

-.166 (-

.137)** 

-.208 (-

.172)** 

-.201 (-

.353)** 

-.223 (-

.422)** 

.153 

(.126) 

.141 

(.116) 

.064 

(.104) 

.065 

(.105) 

Religious (Ref. = 

Non-religious) 

-.082 

(-.689) 

.128 

(1.07) 

-.296 

(-

1.25)**

* 

-.344 (-

1.46) 

-.241 (-

2.17)** 

.050 

(.490) 

.308 

(1.31)*

** 

1.06 

(4.47)

*** 

.471 

(3.98)*

** 

1.03 

(8.68)

*** 

Below 5 years 

LOS (Ref. = 

Above 5 years 

LOS) 

-.057 

(-.193) 

-.011 (-

.037) 

.064 

(.117) 

.137 

(.249) 

.093 

(.371) 

.162 

(.647) 

-.071 

(-.123) 

-1.21(-

2.10)*

** 

.041 

(.141) 

-.780 

(-

2.70)*

* 

ROR in Western 

Netherlands 

(Ref. = ROR in 

-.046 

(-.156) 

-.021 (-

.072) 

-.155 (-

.272) 

-.171 (-

.300)** 

-.140 (-

.561) 

-.093 (-

.373) 

.178 

(.312)*

* 

.179 

(.314)*

* 

.197 

(.691)*

* 

.200 

(.702)*

* 
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Northern 

Netherlands) 

Religiously 

affiliated X LOS 

- 

 

.029 (-

.082) - 

-.177 (-

.261) - 

-.509 (-

1.595) - 

-1.42 

(-

2.08)*

** - 

-1.02 

(-

2.99)*

* 

No-religious 

affiliation X 

LOS 

 

- 

-.179 (-

1.55) - 

-.226 (-

1.022)*

* - 

-.118 (-

1.14) - 

.067 

(.301) - 

.078 

(.704) 

Adjusted R2     -.016   -.009   .116  .136   .071  .074   .156 .213 .266 .295 

F for change in R2     .558  1.60  4.64***   2.92  3.13**   1.24 

  

6.14*** 

  

6.84***  11.10***    4.35** 

Notes: 

Standardized regression coefficient 

Metric (unstandardized) regression coefficient 

Ref, reference group; * statistically significant outcomes at *p <  .05.  **p <  .01. ***p <  .001. 

 

 

Discussion 

The primary aim of this study was to identify predictors of relationship 

experiences with God as an attachment figure among African migrants living in a 

Dutch society. Based on the theoretical underpinning informing this study, we 

examined the effects of region of residence and length of stay as potential predictors 

of seeking attachment to God in a cross-sectional sample of 175 migrants of African 

background. The study conceptualised the attachment-religion framework as an 

important theme in African transnational spirituality and examined the extent to 

which seeking attachment to God was related to region of residence and length of stay. 

Overall, study results reveal that most (89%) of the study participants displayed a 

strong level of state-based attachment to God, thus developing proximity to God and 

perceiving Him as a safe haven and secure base. Perhaps, this suggests that God plays 

the role of a surrogate attachment for African migrants geographically separated from 

their loved ones and support groups in their home countries amid shared socio-

cultural inequities in their host communities. This conceptualisation of religious 
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experience among African diasporas in Dutch society was relevant for understanding 

contemporary trend of African transnational spirituality in terms of spiritual 

attachment processes in relation to the sacred, as proposed in a recent concept analysis 

and re-interpretation of African diaspora religion (Counted, in press). This aspect of 

African diaspora spirituality in relation to seeking attachment to God was essential for 

migrants as this surrogate attachment is perceived as a secure base for their individual 

and collective growth and a safe haven to turn to in times of perceived danger within 

the Dutch society.  

Overall, the study findings showed the strength of participants’ relationship 

experiences with God as an attachment figure with an above average mean score of 5.4 

on a 1 to 6 rating scale, suggesting that participants were seeking attachment for their 

lack of family/friends/support groups by turning to religion/God. Seeking attachment 

to God appears to be an important spiritual exercise for African migrants in Dutch 

society. The hierarchical regression analysis results confirm the hypothesis on the 

direct relationship of region of residence with seeking attachment to God, although the 

hypothesis on the link between length of stay and seeking attachment was not 

confirmed.  In terms of the second hypothesis on geographical differences in 

personality (Rentfrow, 2014), study results reveal that African migrants in Western 

parts of the Netherlands, compared to those in Northern region, had secure 

attachment in terms of seeking attachment to God and having positive attitudes 

toward God. In addition, being from Western region was also negatively associated 

with insecure avoidant attachment when controlled for the interaction terms: length 

of stay and religious affiliation. This result suggests that those in Western region were 

less likely to be avoidantly attached to God when their length of stay and religious 

affiliation are factored. It also means that those in the Western region were more likely 

to develop secure correspondence attachment to God than migrants in Northern 

region. This is not surprising since these migrants may be exploring a relationship with 

God even though they are in a socially cohesive atmosphere; thus, the spiritual 

attachment does not substitute for their experiences with important people in their 

lives nor does their close relationship experiences with their social contacts in the 

region replace their attachment to God. This result supports previous literature on the 

correspondence model of the attachment-religion framework (e.g. Counted, 2016a, 

2016b; Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016; Hall, Fujikawa, Halcrow, Hill, & Delaney, 
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2009). Furthermore, this result corroborates literature on adult attachment research, 

which shows a link between individual attachment processes and their perceptions of 

social and environmental conditions of their place of residence (Kyle et al. 2004). This 

also corroborates findings from Rentfrow and colleagues (2014, 2015) about 

geographical variability in personality. Fried (2000) also reports on this issue, 

reasoning that the density and social factors of a place can facilitate attachment 

interactions.   

In addition, there was no direct significant relationship between length of stay 

and relationship experiences with God among African migrants who have lived in the 

Netherlands. However, the link between their length of stay and seeking attachment 

to God seemed to be contingent on religious background affiliations. As shown in the 

moderation hierarchical results in Table 3, newly arrived religiously affiliated migrants 

scored higher on secure attachment to God and positive attitudes toward God, 

compared to long-term religious participants. In addition, non-religious newly-arrived 

migrants also scored higher on insecure-avoidant God attachment than long-term 

non-religious participants. These outcomes suggest the moderating role of religious 

background affiliation in the relationship between length of stay and seeking 

attachment to God, thus supporting the last study hypothesis. This perspective is well-

documented in the place attachment literature (Bonaiuto et al. 1999; Marcheschi et al. 

2015) and the circle of place spirituality model (e.g., Counted, 2018; Counted, 

Possamai, McAuliffe, Meade, 2018; Counted & Zock, in press; Brulin & Granqvist, 

2018), showing how individual and contextual differences can influence the 

attachment behaviour of people.  It is therefore plausible to argue that the attachment-

affiliation with God helps newly-arrived religiously-affiliated African migrants to deal 

with the challenges associated with place change, thus, maintaining an attachment to 

God is an important coping resource for survival in a foreign land.   

Limitations and future directions. Despite the strength of this study in 

terms of exploring relationship experiences with God as an under-researched theme 

in African transnational spirituality, some limitations and prospects for further studies 

are worth mentioning. This study is characterised by several limitations. First, the 

reliance on self-reports and cross-sectional data made it difficult to make firm 

predictions about causation even though the study documents associations between 

variables. Aside the cross-sectional design, a second limitation is the multiple testing 
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on a relatively small sample which may also pose a challenge with regard to the power 

of the test. However, due to the numeric disadvantage of the sample group as a 

migrant, hard-to-reach population the small sample size may be justified. In addition, 

experiences in human relationships were not assessed to corroborate findings; 

although this limitation did not affect the study results since the mean scores were well 

above the midpoint for all attachment measures, indicating that participants’ 

representation of God as a symbolic attachment figure was relatively real to them. The 

assumptions on the geographical differences between Western and Northern 

Netherlands may become a topic of dispute among scholars and thus this should be 

considered as a limitation. Further nation-wide research on perceptions of Dutch 

society between migrants and natives may be warranted to come to conclusive 

assumptions on the definitive binaries of Western and Northern Netherlands. 

Furthermore, although the measurement of length of stay and religious background 

affiliation as categorical variables may be adequate for gauging key constructs in this 

study, single-item measures are still susceptible to low reliability. The development of 

multi-item religious affiliation and length of stay measures, for example, would be a 

welcome development in this field. Despite the above-mentioned limitations, this 

study presents a new way of looking at the transnational dynamics of African diaspora 

spirituality in terms of experiential and spiritual attachment aspects. Hence, future 

studies should corroborate research outcomes in this area to further evaluate and 

integrate the attachment-religion framework as an attribute of African transnational 

spirituality. 

 

Conclusion  

Most existing literature has examined the attachment to God relationship 

phenomenon in the context of American and European populations, with relatively 

few studies on African migrants. In this study, the knowledge of relationship 

experiences with God is extended to include the spiritual attachment of African 

migrants in a European, particularly Dutch, context. Based on results from a cross-

sectional data on a sample (N=175) of African migrants in Dutch society, attachment 

appears to be a very dominant theme in their spiritual experience and this experience 

is related to their region/place of residence in the Netherlands and indirectly related 

to their length of stay. Most importantly, the experience of attachment to God can be 
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influenced by the interactive effects of the length of stay and religious background 

affiliation of African migrants in a Dutch context; thus, indicating the moderating 

effect of religious affiliation in the relationship between length of stay and seeking 

relationship experiences with God. These findings highlight the importance of 

spiritual attachment in the lives of African migrants, and also position the 

compensation and correspondence differences in attachment as relevant research 

topics in cross-cultural psychology of religion and African transnational spirituality.  
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Chapter 9 

 
 

A cascade of parallel processes: re-evaluating the 
psychological links between religion and place 

 
The aim of this book was to theorize and operationalize the relationship 

between religious and place attachment in a Diaspora context, thus exploring the 

extent to which place experiences are related to the religious attachment of dispersed 

people in terms of how they experience God in a foreign land. Adult attachment and 

motivational systems theoretical frameworks were used to address the primary 

research question which is: “How can we theorize and operationalize the 

nature of the relationship between religious attachment and place in a 

Diaspora context?” while also providing support for previous research in the field 

of psychology of religion. This was realized by examining three secondary research 

questions, concerning (a) how to psychologically conceptualise the intersection 

between religion and place in a diaspora context (see Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5, and 8); (b) 

how migration and socio-demographic factors affect place attitudes in a diaspora 

context (see Chapter 6); and (c) which factors affect seeking and maintaining 

attachment to God in a diaspora context (see Chapter 8). 

In this chapter, I will integrate the discussion of results and the conclusions 

drawn from previous chapters in order to engage in a conversation on the 

conceptualisation and operationalisation of the relationship between religious 

attachment and place in a diaspora context.  

 

Synthesis of findings 

 

Religion and place: theoretical findings  

The theoretical studies in chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5, reveal that objects of 

attachment in the form of a geographic setting and a divine entity play a role in the 

lives of dispersed people both historically and in contemporary life. Historically, the 

analysis in chapter 3 on place attachment in the bible shows that the link between 

religious and place attachments is an ancient phenomenon, one that is the basis of 
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the Judeo-Christian movement as seen in both the Old and New Testaments. Adults 

generally develop attachment with visual and imaginary objects that assure a sense of 

‘felt security’. Adults who are attached to God experience this security by the mere 

knowledge of the whereabouts of God due to the mature cognitive abilities in adults 

over infants (chapter 4; chapter 5).  

Attached individuals are most likely to be drawn to more than one object of 

attachment simultaneously, depending on their motivational drives (e.g. feelings, 

intentions, emotions etc) that influence what motivational system is activated at a 

time (chapter 5). The Circle of Place Spirituality (CoPS) model was developed to 

explain the complexities of the interaction between religion and place, arguing that 

attached individuals are likely to activate their motivational systems (exploratory-

assertation and attachment-affiliation) in the process of experiencing objects of 

attachment. The exploratory-assertion motivational system, which is the first CoPS 

function, may be activated when individuals seek to master their broader 

environment and explore the potential of a particular object of attachment, thus 

having the function of exploration curiosity. The second motivational system in the 

CoPS model, attachment-affiliation, may be activated when individuals in distress 

and in need of a safe haven turn to an object of attachment for emotional connection 

and to satisfy the need of attachment (chapter 5). The CoPS model is quite complex: 

there is no one direction for interpreting motivational drives since the attachment 

and exploration drives could be active simultaneously and are difficult to analyse. 

Brulin and Granqvist (2018) in their commentary on the circle of place 

spirituality, acknowledging the place of place within the attachment-religion 

framework while also raising conceptual concerns regarding attachment to place as a 

representation of adult attachment behaviour. They state that there are substantial 

dissimilarities between people’s attachment to places and their attachment to God, 

arguing that the attachment construct generally applies to the latter, but not the 

former. Brulin and Granqvist seem to have missed the point of the CoPS model, 

which emphasises that humans, unlike nonhuman animals, are able to create 

artificial ways of getting safety. They create ways of activating the same neural 

pathways, thereby satisfying (sort of) their needs. That is, religion, place, drugs, and 

porn all co-opt predetermined motivational systems. It seems right to say that God is 

a created source of security in the same way that places serve as places of safety as 

well. In times of need, people go home, for example. But Brulin and Granqvist are 
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astute in pointing out that it is unclear if we are attached to a place or the place has 

been associated with some person who provided us with a sense of safety which I 

believe has been covered in the environmental psychology literature on place 

attachment for over four decades (Low & Altman, 1992; Scannell & Gifford, 2014). 

Theological and philosophical literature also illuminates how places are meaningful 

anthropomorphised domains of inquiry (Bartholomew, 2011). The idea that there are 

instinctual drives might still be right but most importantly there are good reasons to 

expect that motivational systems and the attachment behavioural system will evolve 

to lead us into making choices that align with needs for safety. And some people are 

wired towards safety or sex more (e.g., the Dark Triad leads to a bias against safety 

and towards sex).  

In addition to the motivational systems approach in chapter 5, I also proposed 

a different CoPS thesis by arguing that the relationship between religion and place 

can be understood as the function of the correspondence and compensation models 

of attachment processes (chapter 4). In other words, attached individuals may either 

compensate for a previous insecure relationship by turning to a new relationship for 

secure attachment or transfer the internal working models of previous attachments 

onto a new relationship with a surrogate attachment (chapters 4, 7, and 8). 

Theoretically, both the attachment theory and motivational systems theory support 

the possibility of a link between place and religion, in so far that both constructs are 

conceptualised as objects of attachment.  

 

Religion and place: empirical findings 

Factors associated with place attitudes   

Chapter 6 reports on predictors related to the place experiences of the African 

diaspora in Dutch society. In particular, length of stay (especially among long-term 

residents), region of residence in multicultural or metropolitan areas, host country’s 

language proficiency, age differences (particularly among older people aged 46–55 

years), gender differences, region or country of origin, and educational background 

emerged as determinants of place attitudes among African migrants in Dutch society. 

Results reveal that region/place of residence was related to dependence on Dutch 

society, suggesting that such place dependency was stronger among African residents 

in the Western Netherlands (metropolitan cities, socially cohesive communities) than 

those in the Northern Netherlands (countryside, less socially cohesive region). 
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Region of origin was also associated with dependence on Dutch society, with African 

migrants from Western Africa having stronger levels of dependency on Dutch society 

compared to those from Central Africa.  

In addition, Dutch language proficiency was associated with dependence on 

the Netherlands, with migrants with a little knowledge of Dutch showing lesser 

dependency on their host community than those who can speak Dutch fluently. Age 

differences were also related to attachment to and dependence on Dutch society 

among older adults (aged between 46–55 years) compared to younger people. 

Another important predictor of place experience was the length of stay of migrants, 

with results showing that long-term African residents (more than 5 years) had 

stronger attachment to and dependence on Dutch society than short-term residents 

(less than 5 years). The same was revealed of educational background, which was 

associated with attachment to Dutch society, with African residents with a tertiary 

educational background having weaker attachment compared to those with only a 

high school education or no educational qualification. Study results also show that 

female migrants were less likely to depend on Dutch society compared to their male 

counterparts.   

It may be concluded that migration and sociodemographic factors are 

important variables for discussing the place experiences of dispersed people of 

African background in Dutch society. Results show that place of residence, region of 

origin, Dutch language proficiency, length of stay, age differences, gender, and 

educational background were all significant predictors of place attitudes among 

African migrants. Most importantly, these factors affect place attitudes for several 

reasons. For example, the weak sense of place among educated African migrants is 

likely to be a result of the education-occupation mismatch and economic 

disadvantage in an international labour market where race and ethnicity matter. 

 

 Predictors of seeking attachment to God 

As shown in chapter 8, 89% of the study participants (N=175) displayed a strong level 

of attachment to God, thus developing proximity to God and perceiving God as a safe 

haven and secure base. Seeking attachment to God emerged as an important theme 

for understanding African transnational spirituality, with region of residence, and the 

interaction effects of length of stay and religious background, predicting the sense of 

spirituality of African migrants. African migrants in Western parts of the 
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Netherlands, compared to those in Northern regions, had a secure attachment to God 

in terms of perceiving God as a response to separation, secure base, developing 

proximity to God, and having positive attitudes toward God. This result corroborates 

literature suggesting a link between adult attachment processes and perceptions of 

geographical conditions of one’s place of residence (Kyle, Graefe, Manning, & Bacon, 

2004; Rentfrow, Jokela, & Lamb, 2015; Rentfrow, 2014).  

Study results also show that although length of stay is not directly related to 

seeking attachment to God, I found evidence for a significant length of stay and 

religious background interaction effect in predicting attachment to God. Hence, 

participants’ religious background moderates the link between length of stay and 

attachment to God among migrants of African background in the Netherlands. The 

interactive effect results suggest two interesting trends. First, indicating that newly-

arrived (below 5 years) religiously affiliated migrants scored higher on secure attachment to 

God and positive attitudes toward God compared to long-term religiously affiliated migrants. 

Second, it suggests that length of stay may not be directly related to seeking attachment to 

God, but contingent on participants’ religious background affiliation (especially among those 

that are religiously affiliated).   

 

Relationship between religion and place 

As shown in chapter 7, there is a positive relationship between attachment to God 

and attachment to Dutch society, in that higher score of religious attachment was 

related to higher scores of place attachment. The positive relationship between 

attachment to God and place attachment supports the attachment correspondence 

model and the CoPS exploratory-assertion motivational model, thus indicating that 

migrants’ relationship with God was a secure base from which they explored and 

engaged with their society. This result suggests that religiously attached African 

migrants are likely to experience place as an object of attachment without necessarily 

substituting one for the other.  

 The moderation analyses results support the moderating role of attachment to 

God on the relationship between negative place experiences (e.g., racial discrimination, 

place insecurity) and dimensions of place (e.g., place attachment, place identity). 

African migrants with high level of attachment to God developed a more positive 

attachment to Dutch society (PA) despite their experiences of racial discrimination 

compared to those with low level of attachment. In addition, feeling unsafe in Dutch 
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society was negatively associated with place identity among those with low level of AG 

as opposed to migrants with high level of AG. The moderation results support the role 

of spirituality in promoting sense of place and managing negative place experiences. 

This result suggests that African migrants who have developed attachment to Dutch 

society, despite experiencing racial discrimination, may be coping with the effects of 

migration due to their secure base in God, from whom they explore the challenges of 

living in a foreign land. 

Although there was a correlation between attachment to God and attachment 

to Dutch society, I am tempted to believe that there are reasons why attachment to 

God did not predict other domains of place such as identity of, and dependence on, 

Dutch society. It could be that African migrants in Dutch society are only drawn to 

the Dutch environment and not intrinsically drawn to the activities/events and 

identity of the place. This is likely to be the case, because having a place identity 

could discourage devotion to God since the Netherlands is known to be a secular 

society. The same argument can be made with regard to place dependence, since 

activities and events in a secular society could easily turn one away from devoting to 

God. What is clear, however, is that attachment to God is important for my research 

population of migrants, regardless of whether or not they have a sense of place; for 

most of them, God does provide them with an assurance of hope, comfort, and 

security. The attachment-religion framework (e.g., Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016) 

helps us to understand how the believer-God relationship involves aspects of spiritual 

interconnectedness and connection to the sacred in which the religious behaviour of 

the believer is more of a fluid, deinstitutionalized phenomenon. Regardless of the 

individual’s religious faith, attachment to the sacred is a very common experience for 

most people who are drawn to nature or the universe as a springboard of their 

spiritual connection, irrespective of their religious or non-religious background.    

The above findings corroborate previous findings suggesting the role of 

religion in place (e.g., Kamitsis & Francis, 2013; Brulin et al. 2018). Brulin and 

colleagues concluded that place is a significant context when studying psychological 

functions of religion, as it affects religious schematicity and priming effects. My 

findings also confirm literature on attachment to God among geographically and 

emotionally separated adults who engage in imaginary surrogate relationships in the 

absence of loved ones (Cicirelli, 2004; Granqvist & Kirkpatrick, 2016). More so, it 
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corroborates studies in place attachment literature proposing that positive bonds can 

be formed with topographical objects such as spatial settings, natural environments, 

and residential neighbourhood (e.g., Low & Altman, 1992; Jorgensen & Stedman, 

2001; Scannell & Gifford, 2014, 2017).   

 

Religion and Place: A Cascade of Parallel Processes 

To further synthesize and discuss the theoretical and empirical findings, I will use 

Moore’s (2007) framework of parallel processes, in which he speculated about the 

nature and the neurobiology of attachment development. Moore argues that 

relationship experiences play a central role in people’s developmental processes and 

well-being, thus having a significant effect on the individual’s ability to function well 

in relation to their objects of attachment. According to Moore, relationships are both 

a focus of intervention and the means through which the attached individual finds 

meaning in the world because relationships matter and affect other relationships, 

thus forming a cascade of parallel processes and commonalities at every level. 

Essentially, Moore's framework helps to put the findings into perspective, showing 

how adult attachment processes involving a geographical place and a Divine entity 

are interwoven at both micro and macro levels, thus affecting each other in a cascade 

of parallel processes. This framework is used as a metaphor/image, not as an 

additional theory, to understand how different attachment processes may be linked 

—encompassing both the correspondence and compensation models of attachment.   

 

Relationships matter: the centrality of relationships 

While evidence of the links between religious and place relationships have 

been shown in previous sections in this chapter, the relational premises and 

centrality of these relationships require a retrospective look. To do so, I must first 

examine the centrality of the believer-God and people-place relationships by 

addressing two questions: (a) to what extent can the data gathered in the study be 

used as a measure to assess the quality of relationship in adult attachment processes? 

and (b) do these data support the primary hypothesis of this study, that extended 

believer-God and people-place relationships as correlates and important lived 

experience with attachment advantage?  

The centrality of relationships is an organising construct that refers to the 

integration of relationship-based concepts that express a fundamental re-
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examination of trends, pressures, and new knowledge systems affecting human 

relationship processes within the environment (Weston, Ivins, Heffron, & Sweet, 

1997). The discussion that follows examines the critical issues in the 

operationalisation and conceptualisation of the centrality of relationships at the 

believer-God and people-place levels, as seen in both historical and empirical 

material. Attachment is central to human development, and it is not just a 

contemporary practice but also an ancient phenomenon. As argued in chapter 3, 

biblical history shows that figures in the bible have sought for objects of attachment 

in times of distress and for identity formation and collective growth. Although 

biblical place attachment is diverse and varied, the overall findings suggest that place 

experiences are related to religious experiences in the bible, and these relationships 

were central for biblical characters. The centrality of such relationships was seen in 

how biblical figures experienced God in the context of place or drew close to place in 

their search for God.  

Empirical findings in chapters 6, 7, and 8 also suggest the centrality of 

relationships with objects of attachment among African diasporas. Importantly, the 

above-average mean scores of believer-God and people-place relationships among 

African diasporas in the Netherlands suggest that they are turning to the two objects 

as surrogate attachments. The reason for such attachment affiliations is not quite 

known, although empirical studies within the attachment theoretical framework 

(e.g., Richter, 2004; Cozolino, 2006) show that attached individuals turn to a 

surrogate attachment when they are in distress or to form a secure base from which 

to shape their identity and explore the world around them. In other words, 

attachment surrogates become a target for proximity-seeking behaviour for the 

attached individual as they navigate their day-to-day lives in relation to established 

meaningful relationships. I am drawn to conclude that relationships matter. Whether 

it is to God or to place, relationships matter. These attachment processes are 

meaningful for the individuals experiencing them and validate their sense of being in 

the world. Relationships are important for individuals both at the micro or macro 

levels of hierarchical structures: between parents and infants, romantic partners, 

religious figures and believers, geographic places and residents, teachers and 

students, mentors and mentees, managers and staff, government agencies and public 

civil servants. Relationships matter. 
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Relationships affect other relationships: spirituality promotes sense of 

place vs place experiences are the product of faith development 

An additional insight, based on our study results in chapters 6, 7, and 8, is that 

relationships affect other relationships. Siegel (2001, 2003) provides an explanation 

for this in showing that an individual’s attachment experiences with his/her primary 

attachment figure is related to how they parent their own children. This is further 

shown in the attachment to God research (Counted, 2016a, 2016b, 2018a; Granqvist 

& Kirkpatrick, 2016) showing that believer-God relationships are related to 

experiences with important people in one’s lives. Our empirical and theoretical 

studies (Chapters 3, 4, 5, 7, & 8) suggest that people-place relationships are 

associated with believer-God relationships, in the sense that what happens in one 

domain of relationship informs what is happening in the other domain. In other 

words, the relationship in one attachment domain may be related to the other 

relationship domain, as seen in the link between religion and place in chapter 7. The 

correlation between both relationship experiences suggests that (a) spirituality 

promotes sense of place, or that (b) place experiences are the product of faith 

development.  

To further elaborate on the above-mentioned underpinnings, the concept of 

parallel process is used to gain better insight into the link between religion and place. 

According to Moore (2007, p.3), parallel processes in social work and infant mental 

health refer to the way “the relationship between a professional and a client parallels 

the relationship between the client and the important people in their lives”. In other 

words, the capacity to relate with God as an attachment figure is supported by the 

quality of one’s relationship with their environment. This initiates a flow-on effect in 

which people-place relationships influence believer-God relationships, or believer-

God experiences promote people-place experiences, especially among dispersed 

populations. The framework of parallel processes shows that such flow-on effect goes 

beyond understanding the link between religion and place, and rather shows that the 

relationship with one object of attachment (e.g. God) reflects the way one relates to 

another object (e.g. place).    
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Relationships form a cascade of parallel processes and share common 

features   

One important insight gained in this study is that relationships in the context 

of place and religion form a cascade of parallel processes and commonalities which 

are influenced by the individual’s relational, sociodemographic, and migration 

contexts. For example, the way individuals relate to their place of attachment 

parallels the way they relate to God, which parallels the way they relate to the 

important people in their lives and their communities. To put it differently, the way 

that the individuals relate to their close others and their local community parallels 

the way they relate to both God and place, sharing similar features of affective 

development and advantage.  

The notion of cascade parallels simply suggests that attachment relationships 

at all levels have flow-on effects that extend beyond the immediate object of 

attachment to the next, and the quality of the relationship will ultimately reflect on 

the next relationship. However, there are exceptions to this rule, since this might not 

be evident in all relationships. Firstly, the capacity of the religious individual to relate 

effectively to God is not solely dependent upon the nature of experiences and social 

environmental qualities in a place, nor does individuals’ sense of place solely depends 

on their spiritual struggles when maintaining a relationship with God. As shown in 

the empirical data in chapter 7 on the positive association between people-place and 

believer-God relationships, it is likely that attached individuals can be drawn to both 

place and God independently of what might be happening in each domain of 

relationship, though both experiences might share common migration and socio-

demographic backgrounds. These characteristics involve the normative functions of 

attachment such as proximity to the object, perceiving the object as a safe haven and 

a secure base, and perceiving the object as a response to separation. The differences 

in parallel processes occur in relation to the nature of individual differences in the 

attachment working model. As we have seen in chapters 4 and 5, certain individuals 

may be drawn to an object to compensate for an unhealthy attachment, as they seek 

new relationships to cope with the negative effects of a previous relationship or due 

to the demands of their motivational drives. Others may be drawn to an object just 

for exploratory curiosity so as to assess the extent to which such object could be 

reliable and beneficial to their well-being.  
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Secondly, another exception to the rule of parallel processes in place 

spirituality is that the most important forms of relational support often come from 

physical, human relationships rather than from imaginary objects of attachment. 

While it is possible that God and place may be perceived as objects of attachment 

among dispersed populations, the extent of the attachment to these objects are 

ultimately limited to imaginary and visual extents. Physical contact is essential for 

the physiological development of all individuals (Cicirelli, 2004). Nonetheless, I have 

shown in this book that objects of attachment such as ‘place’ and ‘God’ can essentially 

become informal sources of relational support and extensions of relationship 

cascades. Further, my study findings indicate that the need for God to support the 

individual in a diaspora context is significantly dependent upon the nature of support 

they receive in their place of residence, and the level of support they receive in a place 

is equally dependent upon the nature of support they get from important people in 

their lives and the broader network of community they have in those settings.  

Another aspect of parallel processes not clearly apparent in the cascade model 

is that the need to turn to place, or to God, is not only dependent upon the nature of 

the support one receives but contingent on the individual context (e.g., place of 

residence, length of stay, religious background, place experiences etc.), as shown in 

chapters 7 and 8. This exception suggests that the cascade of parallel processes in 

place spirituality is too simplistic and does not capture all the other factors that 

influence relationships at different levels. Therefore, it is possible that one’s 

emotional stability or ability to relate effectively with the object of attachment (e.g. 

place, God, human figures etc) is partly the product of several other relationship 

cascades that involve migration experience and socio-demographic profiles. Chapters 

6 and 7 show that the additional forms of relationship cascades (e.g., through place of 

residence, educational background, religious background, length of stay, etc.) still 

appear to be of significance within the individual and cultural contexts. For example, 

it was found that cultural aspects of gender predict the individual experience of place, 

with results showing that women had less sense of place compared to men in a 

migration context. One explanation would be that women are less inclined to think of 

themselves as staying permanently in the Netherlands if their children are 

somewhere else, and this would affect their place attachment. In this context, gender 

roles influence the nature of people-place relationship in a migration context. 

Furthermore, study results also suggest that region of residence is of significance to 

235



our cascade model of relationships, particularly in a migration context. For example, 

individuals living in cities in the Western region of Netherlands (e.g. Amsterdam, 

Utrecht, Den Haag, Rotterdam etc), known as the ‘melting pots’ of cultures, were 

more drawn to the Dutch society than those in the northern region of the country 

with limited social contacts and cohesion. The individual contexts therefore play a 

crucial role in the way the attached individual relates effectively with the object of 

attachment. 

 

Limitations and further studies 

While the Circle of Place Spirituality (CoPS) model developed for exploring the 

link between religion and place may have provided an alternative perspective for 

understanding the psychology of place spirituality, it still requires further revision 

and validation, especially due to the dissimilarities between believer-God and 

people-place relationship experiences. Some of the conceptual issues with the CoPS 

model have been addressed by attachment scholars from Stockholm University 

Sweden as a commentary in the 29th volume of Research for the Social Scientific 

Study of Religion (Brulin & Granqvist, 2018). The CoPS theoretical model still needs 

to be tested and supported by empirical studies examining the intersection of 

religion and place.  

Another limitation concerns the recruitment design used for this study: 

snowballing. This referral technique may have influenced the recruitment of more 

Christian participants, than those from other religious backgrounds, thus affecting 

the distribution of data. This makes generalisation harder because African migrants 

who participated in this study may not be representative of the target sample in the 

Netherlands. However, leading researchers in African migrants’ study (e.g., Renzaho, 

Bilal, & Marks, 2013) have examined the viability of using this collection technique 

for conducting research among the African diaspora, thus concluding that migrants 

can only be reached through recommendation from existing community structures. 

Therefore, the snowball approach appears to be the most viable technique for 

collecting data from a migrant or hard-to-reach population group. Further studies 

capturing a much broader representative sample of migrants in the Netherlands 

would help in the generalisation of study results and these studies should also 

explore how the association between spirituality and place attitudes may vary 

culture, generation, and regions. 
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In addition, the reliance on self-reports and cross-sectional data made it 

difficult to make firm predictions about causation even though the study documents 

associations between variables. Further studies in this area should replicate these 

findings using longitudinal designs and examine whether the interactive effects of 

religious attachment and place attitudes on mental health outcomes among migrants 

are robust across time. Another limitation of the study is the lack of comparison 

groups since comparing findings between migrants versus natives, for example, 

would help in comprehending the extent to which religion plays a role as a moderator 

for each of the group, thus warranting further studies.  

The examination of multiple statistical tests opens the researcher to 

reasonable critiques about Type I or Type II error inflation, especially given the 

spurious findings and insufficient cell sizes in some demographics (e.g. region of 

origin, religious background, age differences). The multiple testing on a relatively 

small sample which may pose a challenge with regard to the power of the test. Hence, 

these issues may influence the results, thus not providing a fair test of mean 

differences and coefficient estimates on measures of place and religion. However, 

due to the numeric disadvantage of the sample group as a migrant, hard-to-reach 

population the small sample size may be justified. 

The study data did not include experiences in human relationships; such data 

would have helped in understanding how experiences in human relationship may be 

predicting religious attachment. In terms of the measures used for this study, I feel 

that the measure of negative place experiences should be considered as a limitation 

of this study since it was created through an item asking participants their agreement 

with three categories of such experiences: racial discrimination, feeling unsafe, and 

anxiety about the future. This measure may be subjective to participants’ 

retrospective assessment of their position as migrants in a new place struggling to 

integrate within the broader Dutch society. Future studies may wish to develop a 

more nuanced measurement for assessing negative place experiences among 

migrants. 

Lastly, the interactive processes by which place spirituality is formed are still 

not quite clear and require further investigation, given the role of the individual’s 

context in terms of personal experience, needs, and situation. This study problem 

then requires (at least) qualitative research to clearly understand the developmental 

and interactive processes involved in the relationship between religious attachment 
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and attachment to Dutch society among migrants of African background, as these are 

not covered in this study. Further research should focus on investigating the effects 

of place spirituality on psychological and mental health outcomes in a nationwide 

sample of migrants or dispersed people.  

 

Broader Implications for Policy and Practice 

This study makes an original contribution to the literature on adult 

attachment theory, and in particular, to the study of the psychology of religion and 

social scientific study of religion, as it offers both theoretical and empirical 

contributions of the psychological links between religion and place. Besides, this 

book also presents elements for a psychology of African diaspora religion, 

supplementing the numerous sociological studies in the field. The results from the 

study have broader implications for migration studies and the scholarly study of the 

African diaspora. This includes the intersection of politics, practice, and care for 

African migrants in foreign lands and the consequences of place as a 

multidimensional construct in such contexts. Since African migrants in Dutch society 

are likely to seek attachment to God as they navigate or settle in their new place of 

abode, migration policies targeted at encouraging and strengthening such sense of 

spirituality should be supported. In a qualitative study elsewhere among the 

Australian African diaspora in New South Wales (Counted, 2018a), I have argued 

that migrants’ religious coping domains involving a personal relationship with God 

are strengthened within the context of a faith community. Perhaps supporting faith 

communities that offer such spiritual support might help in strengthening migrants’ 

sense of place, given that our data in chapter 7 show that increased sense of 

spirituality via attachment to God enhances attachment to place. Additionally, 

migration-related initiatives targeted at improving sense of place and social cohesion 

among migrants in less urban areas would be of great importance, since our data 

show that migrants living in less urban cities in Northern Netherlands had a weaker 

sense of place than those in metropolitan cities in Western Netherlands. Having the 

right social environmental atmosphere is important to foster social cohesion and 

integration among non-natives. This would help migrants and non-natives in those 

areas to thrive and flourish.  
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Further Reflections and Conclusion 

Reflecting on the phrase ‘experiencing God in a foreign land’ is a complex 

undertaking. It forces one to think differently about the role of religion in forging 

individual attitudes toward a geographic place, and its meanings when experiencing 

God in a place, such that that journeys of spiritual and physical exploration of a place 

are so closely intertwined that they become two aspects of one journey (Watts, in 

press). In this study, I have emphasized the important role played by objects of 

attachment such as ‘place’ and ‘God’ in shaping and managing the individual’s 

environmental and religious behaviour, in such a way that they have a flow-on effect 

that parallels each other. This was the case when the Israelites, a historical case of a 

dispersed people, found themselves stranded by the rivers of Babylon where they 

wailed about their captivity in a foreign land. On the one hand, they found 

themselves negotiating their identity in a foreign land and struggling with their sense 

of place, and on the other hand, they were calling upon God to rekindle their faith 

and give them a sense of comfort and hope amid their afflictions. This is paralleled in 

the migration experience of African migrants in contemporary Dutch society as they 

turn to religion in exploring a new place and do, to a lesser or greater degree, form 

attachment to the Dutch society while maintaining their relationship with God. The 

nature of this overlap is well-documented in chapters 4 and 5 where I conceptualised 

how religion and place are related in both problematic and complex ways, suggesting 

a circle of place spirituality (CoPS) as a theoretical frame. The concept of place 

spirituality shows either of the three suggested trajectories below in relation to the 

CoPS model.   

Firstly, place spirituality highlights the role of religion in promoting the 

individual’s experience of a place, involving emotional attachment to a place, 

developing a place identity, and behavioural commitment to activities and resources 

in the form of dependence on a place. This multidimensional approach to place 

means that individuals experiencing God in a particular setting are most likely to 

deeply explore multiple aspects of place. This could involve exploring their 

immediate and broader environment either through forming attachment to and 

identity of the place or being dependent on resources and activities in that place. For 

example, results from chapter 7 suggest that though African migrants have a secure 

attachment with God this did not hinder them from exploring the Netherlands by 
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forming attachment and developing Dutch identity, despite the negative place 

experiences (e.g. racial discrimination, place insecurity) they encounter in the 

process of exploring their broader environment. This process may be stimulated by 

forming an attachment to God who is perceived as a safe haven in times of 

environmental distress and a secure base from whom to engage the Dutch society. 

This base of security empowers the attached individual to explore and engage their 

place of residence boldly, and in the process of such exploration curiosity, an 

attachment breakthrough may occur in such settings wherein the individual becomes 

drawn to a dimension of place. Usually, it starts with depending on the activities and 

resources in a place, which when repeated over a longer period of time can lead to 

attachment, and as the individual becomes more deeply drawn they begin to develop 

the identity and adopt the character of the place.  

Secondly, place spirituality also involves understanding how the individual’s 

experience in a geographic setting could trigger emotional attachment to God who 

then serves as a significant attachment figure in the face of perceived danger and 

place uncertainty. This perspective reflects the lived experience of the oppressed, 

marginalised, and afflicted. Individuals at the margins of society who are attempting 

to hold onto their cultural identity—experiencing difficulties settling in a new place 

and often falling between cracks of society or further pressed to the outside—are 

most likely to turn to something or someone for help. When these people become 

targets of racism, marginalisation, and oppression, it is expected that they may need 

to deal with those place difficulties through religious coping and turning to spiritual 

resources (Counted, 2018a; Counted, Possamai, & Meade, 2018; Pargament, 1997). A 

psychology of place spirituality therefore examines how seeking and maintaining a 

relationship with God plays such an important [crucial] role in the context of place 

insecurity and socio-cultural inequities experienced by individuals pushed to the 

margins of society.    

Thirdly, and most importantly, place spirituality can be influenced by a range 

of migration-related and socio-demographic determinants which mirror the 

individual’s background, identity, and culture. In other words, place spirituality may 

consist of a cascade of parallel processes in the broader spectrum of relationships. 

The individual context is key to understanding the formation of place spirituality. For 

example, a first-generation African living in the diaspora is likely to experience place 

differently than a second or third generation African who is born in the diaspora. 
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Most first-generation African migrants are likely not to be particularly concerned 

with issues of racism because they were not raised in a culture of racial 

discrimination in their home countries, compared to a second, third or fourth 

generation African migrant born and raised in a permuted cycle of racism in the 

diaspora. The individual and cultural contexts of these two groups (first vs second 

generation migrant) will shape the formation of their place spirituality since their 

context-informed perceptions of socio-cultural issues are different. The former may 

be concerned with issues of survival while the latter may be perplexed by the politics 

of racial identity in a strange context where they are considered neither as natives 

nor as non-natives. The black Europeans and African Americans who have no other 

place to call home and yet are faced with issues of racism, belonging, and systemic 

oppression, may serve as an example here.  

Place spirituality can also be a two-way street, involving the experiences of 

natives and non-natives, and the oppressed and the oppressors. In other words, it is 

not only concerned with the religious experiences of non-natives and the oppressed 

in a particular geographical setting. It is possible for a native to experience place 

spirituality based on their own context of fear, anxiety, and uncertainty in the face of 

economic and political instability. A good example is the violence in the Gaza region. 

Billig (2006) narrates how the Jewish and Palestinian people in the Gaza region 

continue to hold on to their religious ideologies and identities despite the hostility in 

the region, with the hope that someday God would bring them a lasting peace.  

Hence, the individual context is key to understanding the complex 

relationship between religion and place. This is also the case for men and women, 

who are likely to experience place spirituality differently. For instance, factors that 

influence believer-God relationships among women are expected to be different for 

men and their sense of spirituality flows on to the way they experience a place. 

Several studies (e.g., Barry, Seager, & Brown, 2015; Counted & Moustafa, 2017; 

Feingold, 1994; Geary, 1998) have shown that women are more likely to develop 

surrogate attachment than men due to the socialisation of gender roles which 

positions women as more emotional than men. However, this may not always be the 

case and may depend on the context of the women involved. For example, Rose, 

Carrasco, and Charboneau (1998) have argued that in a migrant settlement context, 

women with young children may have a weaker attachment to place compared to 

their male counterparts. This weaker attachment to place among women is likely to 
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overlap with the way they experience God in those places, such that they may be 

deeply drawn to God in compensation for their weak attachment to place. This is 

partly because relationships affect other relationships, forming a flow-on effect 

which represents a cascade of parallel processes. So, the key concern is not whether 

or not the underlying factors trigger attachment to place, or to God, but the direction 

of that effect which is likely to predict another parallel effect. Therefore, the 

psychology of place spirituality recognises the complex dynamics of relationships 

which are important for our day-to-day life, flowing onto another relationship in a 

cascade of parallel processes.  

 

 
  

242



References   

 
Barry, J., Seager, M., & Brown, B. (2015). Gender Differences in the Association 

between Attachment Style and Adulthood Relationship Satisfaction. New Male 

Studies 4(3), 63-74. 

Bartholomew, C.G. (2011). Where Models Dwell: a Christian view of place for today. 

New York: Baker Academic  

Billig, M. (2006). Is My Home My Castle? Place Attachment, Risk Perception, and 

Religious Faith. Environment and Behaviour 38(2), 248-265. 

Brulin, J.G. & Granqvist, P. (2018). The Place of Place within the Attachment-

Religion Framework: A Commentary on the Circle of Place Spirituality. In: A. 

Village & R.W. Hood, Research in the Social Scientific Study of Religion vol 29, 

(pp. 175-185). Leiden: Brill. 

Cicirelli, V.G. (2004). God as the ultimate attachment figure for older adults. 

Attachment and Human Development, 6(4), 371-388. 

Counted, V. & Moustafa, M.A. (2017). Between God and Self: Exploring the 

attachment to God and authenticity/inauthenticity tendencies of South African 

Christian youths. Mental Health, Religion & Culture 20(2), 109-127. 

Counted, V. (2016a). The Psychology of Youth Faith Formation: A Care-giving Faith? 

Journal of Youth and Theology, 15(2): 146 – 172. 

Counted, V. (2016b). God as an Attachment Figure: A Case Study of the God 

Attachment Language and God Concepts of Anxiously Attached Christian 

Youths in South Africa. Journal of Spirituality in Mental Health, Vol 18(4): 

316-346. 

Counted, V. (2018a). Domains of Religious Coping Behaviour among African 

Christians in NSW Australia: An Exploratory Qualitative Study. Journal of 

Spirituality in Mental Health. DOI: 10.1080/19349637.2018.1476948 

243



Counted, V., Possamai, A., Meade, T. (2018). Relational Spirituality and Quality of 

Life 2007 to 2017: An Integrative Research Review. Health and Quality of Life 

Outcomes 16:75. 

Cozolino, L. (2006). The Neuroscience of Human Relationships: Attachment and the 

Developing Social Brain. New York: W.W. Norton. 

Feingold, A. (1994). Gender differences in personality: A meta-analysis. 

Psychological Bulletin 116: 429-456. 

Geary, D.C. (1998). Male, female: The evolution of human sex differences. 

Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 

Granqvist, P., & Kirkpatrick, L.A. (2016). Attachment and religious representations 

and behavior. In J Cassidy & P. R. Shaver (Eds.), Handbook of attachment: 

Theory, research, and clinical applications (3rd ed. pp.917-940). New York: 

Guilford. 

Jorgensen, B. S., & Stedman, R. C. (2001). Sense of place as an attitude: lakeshore 

owners attitudes toward their properties. Journal of Environmental 

Psychology 21, 233–248. 

Kyle, G., Graefe, A., Manning, R., & J. Bacon (2004). Effects of place attachment on 

users’ perceptions of social and environmental conditions in a natural setting. 

Journal of Environmental Psychology 24, 213–225. 

Low, S.M. & Altman, I. (1992). Place Attachment. New York: Plenum. 

Moore, T.G. (2007, June). The nature and role of relationships in early childhood 

intervention services. A paper presentation at the Conference of the 

International Society on Early Intervention, Zagreb, Croatia. 

Pargament, K.I. (1997). The psychology of religion and coping: Theory, research, 

practice. New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

Rentfrow P. J. (2014). Geographical differences in personality. In: Rentfrow P. J. ed. 

Geographical Psychology, (pp.115-137). Washington, DC: American 

Psychological Association 

244



Rentfrow, P.J., Jokela, M., Lamb, M.E. (2015). Regional Personality Differences in 

Great Britain. PLOS ONE 10(3): e0122245. 

Renzaho, A.M.N., Bilal, P. & G.C. Marks (2013). Obesity, Type 2 Diabetes and High 

Blood Pressure Amongst Recently Arrived Sudanese Refugees in Queensland, 

Australia. Journal of Immigrant Minority Health 16 (1): 86-94. 

Richter, L. (2004). The Importance of Caregiver-Child Interactions for the Survival 

and Healthy Development of Young Children: A Review. Geneva, Switzerland: 

Department of Child and Adolescent Health and Development, World Health 

Organisation.  

Rose, D, Carrasco, P, & Charboneau, J. (1998). The role of ‘weak ties’ in the 

settlement experiences of immigrant women with young children: The case of 

Central Americans in Montréal. Toronto: Centre of Excellence for Research on 

Immigration and Settlement (CERIS). 

Scannell, L. & Gifford, R. (2016). Place Attachment Enhances Psychological Need 

Satisfaction. Environment and Behaviour 49(4), 359-389.  

Scannell L., Gifford R. (2014). Comparing the theories of interpersonal and place 

attachment. In Manzo L. C., Devine-Wright P. (Eds.), Place attachment: 

Advances in theory, methods, and applications (pp. 23-36). New York, NY: 

Routledge. 

Siegel, D.J. (2001). Toward an interpersonal neurobiology of the developing mind: 

attachment relationships, “mindsight,” and neural integration. Infant Mental 

Health Journal 22, (1–2), 67–94.    

Siegel, D.J. (2003). Attachment and self-understanding: Parenting with the brain in 

mind. In M. Green and M. Scholes (Eds.). Attachment and Human Survival. 

London, UK: Karnac Books.  

Kamitsis, I. & Francis, A.J.P. (2013).  Spirituality mediates the relationship between 

engagement with nature and psychological wellbeing. Journal of 

Environmental Psychology 36, 136–143  

245



Watts, F. (in press). The Psychology and Theology of Place: A perspective from the 

Judeo-Christian tradition. In: Counted, V. & F. Watts (eds.). Religion and 

Place: psychological perspectives. New York: Palgrave MacMillan  

Weston, D.R., Ivins, B., Heffron, M.C., and Sweet, N. (1997). Formulating the 

centrality of relationships in early intervention: An organizational perspective. 

Infants and Young Children, 9 (3), 1-12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

246



 

 

Epilogue 
 

As I come to the end of this book, one thing has become very clear to me as I 

contemplate on the phrase “experiencing God in a foreign land.” It made me come to 

the realisation that my life has been woven around this phrase, as I reflect on my 

personal pilgrimage in this world as a ‘migrant’, or perhaps ‘dispersed person’, 

travelling across time and space experiencing God for myself in new territories and 

places where I am often perceived as the ‘other’. One thing is sure: my personal 

relationship with God holds the core of my sense of self in this world. The study 

results reflect my own personal experience as an African living in the diaspora on the 

margins of hope, not knowing what tomorrow holds, but relying on God who is my 

heavenly father, my refuge, and a friend closer than a brother. It is from this secure 

base that my identity has been shaped and to this safe haven I turn to in times of 

distress. Yes, I am experiencing God in a foreign land. For me “foreign land” means 

another man’s country or a place of ontological displacement, though it can mean 

something else for others. For instance, “foreign land” could also represent a 

“strange” and “dark” place of life. We all have at one point or the other been in such a 

dystopia—a strange, dark place. I don’t know about you but what makes the 

difference for me is the fact that I know Whom to turn to when life throws me 

lemons, it is from this secure base that I confidently make lemonade out of life. Find 

yours. Mine is found in God, the owner of the universe. He is the Almighty and all-

knowing God to me and I experience Him through His Spirit which lives in me. 

When I think about God, I also know Him by other names:   

● El Shaddai (Lord God Almighty) 

● Jehovah Nissi (Lord my Banner) 

● Jehovah-Raah (Lord my Shepherd) 

● Jehovah Jireh (Lord my Provider) 

● Jehovah Shalom (Lord my Peace) 

● Jehovah Sabaoth (the Lord of hosts). 

● Jehovah Rapha (the Lord that heals me) 

● Jehovah Shammah (the Lord that is there for me) 

● Jehovah Tsidkenu (the Lord my righteousness) 
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● Jehovah Mekoddishkem (the Lord Who sanctifies me) 

● El Olam (the Everlasting God) 

● El Elyon (the Most High God) 

● Elohim (God) 

 

It is in God that I find my refuge and strength—He is my safe haven. It is only in Him 

that I find my security—He is my secure base. My God, my ultimate attachment 

figure!   
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Summary 

 
Background, aim, and set-up 

Place events characterised by violence and the lived experience of human 

violation and marginalisation create a sense of insecurity. This makes individuals in 

these places to turn to spiritual coping resources through a relationship experience 

with the sacred, reading or meditating on religious texts, prayer, and a commitment 

to other religious activities. These spiritual coping mechanisms provide a sense of felt 

security, emotional meaning, resilience, and hope in a difficult place. Despite the 

growing literature on the link between religion and place in social-anthropological 

and theological studies, little is known on how the intersection of religion and place 

can be interpreted from a psychological perspective. Drawing broadly on insights 

from psychological theories, this study offers alternative theoretical contributions to 

the analysis of the role of religion in experiencing, and living in, a place, as an 

addition to the growing literature on the psychological interpretation of religious 

behaviour and representations. In this study, both place and religion are 

conceptualised as objects of attachment for maintaining proximity, and as symbolic 

objects serving as a haven of safety in the presence of danger and a secure base for 

individual growth. To establish how people-place experiences and aspects of religion 

meet the defining criteria of an attachment relationship, this study provides 

theoretical (e.g., biblio-historical, attachment, and motivational systems) 

perspectives and empirical data for positioning place and religion as significant 

objects of attachment in a diaspora context (Judaeo-Christian and Dutch). Thus, the 

aim of this study is to understand how dispersed people experience objects of 

attachment in the form of religion and place and what the psychological and 

migration factors accounting for these experiences are.  

The relationship between religion and place in a diaspora context is a 

psychological phenomenon, involving attachment processes and how the individual’s 

experiences in a host country influence their sense of spirituality through seeking and 

maintaining attachment to God. This relationship was explored by focusing on 

theoretical, historical, and empirical perspectives. First, an exploration of the link 
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between religion and place was drawn from psychological perspectives (e.g. adult 

attachment, motivational systems), as presented in Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5. In these 

chapters, religion and place were conceptualised as objects of attachment having 

unique enduring effects on individuals drawn to them or motivated to explore them. 

This is consistent with literature about the relation between attachment and religion 

(e.g. attachment to God) on the one hand and environment and behaviour (e.g. 

attachment to place) on the other hand. Second, in Chapter 3, the intersection of 

religion and place was explored from a historical lens in the narrative of dispersed 

people in foreign lands, both in biblical history and as seen in the Jewish exodus 

chronicle. It was shown that dispersed people in historical times were drawn to 

objects of attachment in their times of distress and for their individual and collective 

identity formation. Third, empirical studies were conducted using cross-sectional 

data on 175 members of the African diaspora communities in the Netherlands. We 

tested for (a) the migration-related and socio-demographic determinants of place 

attitudes (Chapter 6), (b) the relationship between religion and place (Chapter 7), 

and (c) the role of length of stay, religious background, and region of residence in 

relation to seeking attachment to God in a foreign land (Chapter 8).   

Research Questions  

The main research question informing the study, as presented in Chapter 1, was: 

“How can we theorize and operationalize the relationship between religious 

attachment and place in a diaspora context in order to understand how dispersed 

people experience God in a foreign land and the factors accounting for these 

experiences?” Secondary research questions were: 

(a) how can we psychologically conceptualise the intersection of religion and 

place in a diaspora context?   

(b) how do migration and socio-demographic factors affect place attitudes in a 

diaspora context?   

(c) what factors affect seeking and maintaining attachment to God in a 

diaspora context?   

Theory 

In the psychology of religion literature, religion is conceptualised as an 

attachment experience involving how the relationship experience with others 

influence the individual's religious behaviour and representations. Religious 
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experience and devotion to God could arise because of one’s migration experience 

and relationship problems with important people in one’s life. Both may lead to a 

relationship with a Divine entity who is then perceived as a surrogate attachment 

figure. Adult attachment theory is used to understand the meanings of place in terms 

of how people relate to the social and environmental conditions of a place as they 

form a positive emotional bond with such a setting. In other words, places become 

more than geographic locations with concrete features: they are dynamic contexts of 

social interaction that activate affective bonds. This perspective has been discussed in 

recent years as ‘sense of place’, ‘place identity’, ‘place dependence’, ‘insideness’, and 

‘rootedness.’ These concepts position place as an important psychological locus of 

human interaction based on its functional value as a desired object of attachment. 

Adults develop attachment to anthropomorphized objects such as geographical 

places and Divine entities due to their increased cognitive abilities compared to 

children. In most cases, they develop this imaginary attachment by the mere 

knowledge of the whereabouts of the object of attachment. This kind of emotional 

attachment is the window to exploring aspects of religious representations and 

behaviour that are developed in the context of a geographic place. This conceptual 

window was discussed in part I of the study (e.g., Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5) in terms of 

exploring how certain experiences in a place trigger devotion to God and how 

spiritual struggles influence exploration of places.  

The psychological exploration of the link between religion and place led to an 

understanding of place as a multidimensional construct involving three main 

domains: attachment to physical and non-physical elements; dependence on 

activities/events; and identity or character of a place. These domains were 

conceptualised in terms of affect, behaviour, and cognition – the ABC of place 

attitudes – in Chapter 2. This understanding led to the analysis of biblical place 

events in Chapter 3, showing how biblical places were related to the spiritual 

experiences of the Israelites who were stranded in a ‘foreign land’. Chapter 3 suggests 

that place-related spirituality is not only a contemporary experience but also an 

ancient phenomenon shaping the foundation of Christian theology. In Chapter 4, a 

theory of place spirituality was developed using the compensation and 

correspondence models of the attachment-religion framework, thus describing place 

spirituality as the attachment bond established between an individual, a place, and a 
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Divine entity, in such a way that one’s attachment to God becomes the by-product of 

their experiences in a place. In Chapter 5, a motivational systems approach to place 

spirituality was developed to explore how place is theoretically related to religious 

attachment. It is argued that both attachment to God and exploration of place are 

shaped by two motivational drives (attachment affiliation and exploration curiosity), 

thus enabling individuals to identify which object to engage based on their intentions, 

feelings, needs, motives, and instinct. However, the end-goal of such a motivational 

task is to achieve attachment-affiliation and exploration curiosity, which are the two 

main goals of engaging with, or exploring, a place of significance or a Divine entity, 

for relationship.  

Empirical Research 

 Set-up of the empirical study  

The above-mentioned theoretical framework was tested in the empirical 

studies in Chapters 6, 7, and 8 on a cross-sectional sample of 175 participants – 

African migrants – in the Northern and Western parts of the Netherlands. Survey 

data were collected using a snowball sampling procedure from November 2015 until 

April 2016. Participants were recruited through referrals by community leaders 

within existing African community structures/spaces in Northern and Western 

regions of the Netherlands. These leaders informed their respective 

communities/groups about the study and a date for the data collection was arranged 

during one of their events. Participants were involved in different events organised by 

student, religious, and community leaders. On arrival at these events, members of the 

respective groups and communities were told that the study was looking at how their 

relationship experience with God was helping them in dealing with issues of 

belonging, identity, and migration in the Netherlands. Interested members were 

invited to complete the survey questionnaire. A total of 353 participants responded to 

the initial invitation but only 175 participants returned their completed surveys either 

on the spot, face-to-face, at another meeting, or via PostNL to the university address. 

Demographical data of the participants were the following: 67% of the participants 

were residents of cities in Western parts of the Netherlands; 59% of the participants 

have lived in the Netherlands for more than 5 years and the rest less than 5 years 

(41%); 52% were female; and 82% of the total sample spoke Dutch or had a little 

knowledge of the language. Most of the participants were young adults with 72% of 
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them between 18 to 45 years old and the remaining over 45. In the total sample, 56% 

had completed tertiary education while the rest (44%) only had high school or less 

education. Majority of the participants (51%) were married, 43% single, and 6% 

either divorced, widowed, or separated. In terms of their religious background, 94% 

of the participants were Christian, while 4% Muslim, 1% African traditional religious 

practitioners, and 1% identified their religion as ‘other.’ 

Main Findings 

In chapter 6, the predictors of place experiences were examined, and several 

migration and socio-demographic factors were identified as predictors of place 

attitudes involving developing identity of, attachment to, and dependence on Dutch 

society. Particularly, the region of residence of African migrants in the Netherlands 

was positively related to dependence on Dutch society, with migrants in Western 

Netherlands having stronger behavioural dependence on place (e.g. turning to 

learning institutions and activities in the Netherlands) compared to those in the 

Northern region. Language proficiency was inversely associated with behavioural 

dependence on resources in Dutch society among African migrants with a little 

knowledge of Dutch compared to those who could speak Dutch fluently. Older 

migrants of African background (aged 46–55 years) were more likely to develop both 

attachment to and dependence on Dutch society compared to their younger 

counterparts (aged 18–25 years). Level of attachment to Dutch society was 

significantly lower for participants with a tertiary education background compared to 

those with a high school education or less educational achievement. However, our 

study did not account for the countries where the participants acquired their 

educational qualifications. Level of dependence on Dutch society was lower in 

females than males, and migrants from Western Africa had stronger levels of such 

place dependence than those from Central Africa.  

In Chapter 7, the role of spirituality in a ‘foreign’ place was examined and 

empirical results showed evidence for the relationship between religion and place. 

This link was first seen in the positive relationship between attachment to God and 

attachment to Dutch society, controlling for educational background, country of 

origin, age difference, and length of stay. The finding of a direct relationship between 

attachment to God and place attachment suggests that participants’ spiritual 

attachment may be a form of secure base from which they explored their broader 

environment. Furthermore, the moderating role of seeking attachment to God was 
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examined in the relationship between negative place experiences (involving feelings 

of place insecurity, racial discrimination, and anxiety about life in Dutch society) and 

dimensions of place attitudes. Using multiple regression analysis, the interactive 

effects results support the moderating effect of seeking attachment to God in the link 

between negative place experiences and developing attachment to Dutch society. The 

interaction term between negative place experiences and seeking attachment to God 

was significant for two dependent variables: place attachment and place identity. 

Interestingly, racial discrimination was positively related to place attachment among 

securely attached individuals (i.e. those with high levels of attachment to God) but 

non-significant among insecurely attached individuals with low levels of attachment 

to God. On the other hand, among insecurely attached individuals with low levels of 

attachment to God, there was a negative relationship between feeling unsafe in the 

Netherlands and developing Dutch identity, but this relationship was non-significant 

among securely attached migrants with high levels of attachment to God. Hence, 

while insecurely attached migrants (low AG) embraced the Dutch lifestyle/identity as 

a mechanism for mitigating their own feelings of insecurity in the Netherlands, 

securely attachment migrants (high AG) turned more to God to manage their 

experiences of racial discrimination.   

In Chapter 8, the interaction effects between length of stay and religious 

background on seeking attachment to God were further examined. It was found that 

both length of stay and region of origin predicted seeking attachment to God, with 

results revealing that migrants in socially cohesive communities in Western 

Netherlands, compared to those in less socially cohesive areas in the Northern 

region, developed a correspondence attachment as they sought a relationship with 

God even though they were socially connected with important people in their lives in 

the region. Although there was no direct relationship between length of stay and 

seeking attachment to God, there was a significant interaction effect between length 

of stay and religious background in predicting religious attachment behaviour. Thus, 

the religious background of African migrants in Dutch society moderates the link 

between their length of stay and seeking attachment to God. Based on the 

moderation results, it was found that among people with a religious affiliation, there 

was a negative relationship between length of stay and seeking attachment to God, 

and no significant link was found between length of stay and seeking attachment 

among those without a religious affiliation.  
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Conclusion 

Finally, Chapter 9 discussed the findings of the study in relation to believer-

God and people-place relationships which were experiences that affect each other, 

thus having a flow-on effect in the daily lives of dispersed people. The emphasis of 

this thesis, however, is not on whether the mentioned underlying factors trigger 

attachment to place, or to God, but on the question if the direction of that effect is 

likely to predict another parallel effect. The relationship between religious and place 

attachment leads to further insight into the complex dynamics of adult relationship 

experiences that are important for our day-to-day life, flowing from one relationship 

onto another in a cascade of parallel processes. Study implications were also 

discussed in relation to African transnational spirituality, which has been 

conceptualised in psychological perspective.  

In summary, the study proposes a theory of place spirituality, highlighting the 

role of spirituality in promoting social belonging through increased place attachment 

among those on the margins of society. Understanding the nature of these 

relationship processes, to place and to God, are relevant for both research and 

practice. Individuals and communities working with dispersed people need a more 

sophisticated understanding of their relationship experiences with objects of 

attachment in order to promote and formulate effective integration and migration 

policies for dispersed people of all race and culture. 
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Samenvatting 

 
 

Achtergrond, doel en opzet 

Ingrijpende gebeurtenissen op een bepaalde plaats die worden gekenmerkt door 

geweld, schending van rechten en marginalisering, creëren een gevoel van 

onveiligheid. Dit maakt dat individuen die daar wonen zich wenden tot spirituele 

copingstrategieën, zoals een relatie met het heilige, het lezen van of mediteren op 

religieuze teksten, gebed en andere religieuze activiteiten. Deze spirituele coping 

zorgt voor een gevoel van veiligheid, emotionele betekenis, genezing en hoop op deze 

moeilijke plaats. Ondanks de groeiende literatuur over religie en plaats in de sociale 

antropologie en religiegeschiedenis, is er weinig bekend over hoe de wisselwerking 

van religie en plaats kan worden geïnterpreteerd vanuit een psychologisch 

perspectief. Deze studie, die grotendeels gebaseerd is op inzichten uit psychologische 

theorieën, ontwikkelt alternatieve theoretische bijdragen voor de analyse van de rol 

van religie bij het ervaren van en leven op een bepaalde plaats, als een aanvulling op 

de literatuur over de psychologische interpretatie van religieus gedrag en religieuze 

voorstellingen. In deze studie worden zowel plaats als religie geconceptualiseerd als 

objecten van hechting voor het behoud van nabijheid, en als symbolische objecten die 

dienen als een veilige haven bij gevaar en een veilige basis voor individuele groei. Om 

te bepalen hoe de ervaring van plaatsen en aspecten van religie voldoen aan de 

criteria van een hechtingsrelatie, ontwikkelt deze studie theoretische perspectieven 

(bijv. bijbels-historisch, hechting en motivatie) en presenteert het empirisch 

onderzoek om te begrijpen hoe Sub-Sahara Afrikaanse migranten in Nederland, in 

een diaspora context, objecten van hechting ervaren in de vorm van religie en plaats 

en wat de psychologische factoren zijn die deze ervaringen verklaren. 

 De relatie tussen religie en plaats in een diaspora-context is een 

psychologisch fenomeen waarin het gaat om hechtingsprocessen en om hoe de 

ervaringen van individuen in een gastland hun spiritualiteit (met name de relatie met 

God) beïnvloeden. Deze relatie tussen religie en plaats werd onderzocht vanuit 

theoretische, historische en empirische perspectieven. Eerst werd het verband tussen 
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religie en plaats bekeken vanuit psychologische perspectief (bijv. volwassen hechting, 

motivatiesystemen), zoals beschreven in hoofdstuk 2, 3, 4 en 5. In deze hoofdstukken 

werden religie en plaats geconceptualiseerd als objecten van hechting met unieke 

blijvende effecten op personen die erdoor worden aangetrokken of gemotiveerd zijn 

om deze te verkennen. Ten tweede werd in hoofdstuk 3 vanuit een historische lens de 

wisselwerking van religie en plaats onderzocht in de verhalen van mensen in 

diaspora, zowel in de Bijbelse geschiedenis als in de joodse exoduskroniek. 

Aangetoond werd dat mensen in een diaspora context in tijden van nood ertoe neigen 

zich te hechten aan een symbolisch object en daar individueel of collectief aan 

groeien. Ten derde werden empirische studies uitgevoerd met behulp van cross-

sectionele gegevens van 175 leden van Afrikaanse diaspora gemeenschappen in 

Nederland, waarbij werd gekeken naar (a) de migratie gerelateerde en socio-

demografische determinanten van plaatsattitudes (hoofdstuk 6), (b) de relatie tussen 

religie en plaats (hoofdstuk 7), en (c) de rol van verblijfsduur, religieuze achtergrond 

en regio van verblijf in Nederland in relatie tot het zoeken naar hechting aan God in 

een vreemd land (hoofdstuk 8). 

 

Onderzoeksvragen 

 De belangrijkste onderzoeksvraag van de studie, zoals gepresenteerd in 

Hoofdstuk 1, was: "Hoe kunnen we de relatie tussen religieuze hechting en plaats in 

een diaspora-context theoretiseren en operationaliseren om te begrijpen hoe 

migranten God ervaren in een vreemd land en welke factoren deze ervaringen 

verklaren?" Secundaire onderzoeksvragen waren: 

 (a) hoe kunnen we de wisselwerking van religie en plaats psychologisch 

conceptualiseren?  

 (b) hoe beïnvloeden migratie en sociaal-demografische factoren de attitudes 

ten opzichte van plaats binnen de Afrikaanse Diaspora in Nederland?  

 (c) welke factoren beïnvloeden het zoeken en behouden van hechting aan 

God onder Afrikaanse Diaspora's in Nederland? 

 

Theorie 

 In de godsdienstpsychologische literatuur wordt religie geconceptualiseerd 

als een hechtingservaring, waarbij de relationele ervaringen met anderen religieuze 

gedragingen en voorstellingen van het individu beïnvloeden. Religieuze ervaringen 
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en toewijding aan God kunnen ontstaan als gevolg van relatieproblemen met 

belangrijke mensen in iemands leven en als gevolg van een migratie-ervaring. Beide 

ervaringen kunnen leiden tot een relatie met een goddelijk wezen dat wordt gezien 

als een surrogaat hechtingsfiguur. Theorie over de hechting bij volwassenen wordt 

gebruikt om de aan een plaats toegeschreven betekenissen te begrijpen in termen van 

hoe mensen zich verhouden tot de sociale en omgevingskenmerken van een plaats. 

Met andere woorden, plaatsen worden zo meer dan geografische locaties met 

concrete kenmerken: zij zijn dynamische contexten van sociale interactie die 

affectieve banden activeren. Dit perspectief is de afgelopen jaren besproken als ‘sense 

of place’, ‘place identity’, ‘dependence of place’, ‘insideness’ en ‘rootedness’. In deze 

concepten is plaats een belangrijke psychologische locus van menselijke interactie op 

basis van de functionele waarde ervan als een gewenst hechtingsobject. Door de in de 

volwassenheid toegenomen cognitieve vermogens kunnen individuen zich hechten  

aan objecten zoals geografische plaatsen en goddelijke wezens. Dit soort emotionele 

hechting vormt in deze studie het venster om aspecten van religieuze voorstellingen 

en gedrag, ontstaan in de context van een geografische plek, te verkennen. Dit 

conceptuele venster wordt besproken in deel I (Hoofdstukken 2, 3, 4, 5). Onderzocht 

werd hoe bepaalde ervaringen op een plaats kunnen leiden tot toewijding aan God en 

hoe spirituele worstelingen de verkenning van plaatsen kunnen beïnvloeden. 

 De psychologische verkenning van het verband tussen religie en plaats 

leidde tot een begrip van plaats als een multidimensionaal construct dat drie 

hoofddomeinen omvat: hechting aan fysieke en niet-fysieke elementen; 

afhankelijkheid van activiteiten / gebeurtenissen; en identiteit of karakter van een 

plaats. Deze domeinen werden geconceptualiseerd in termen van affect, gedrag en 

cognitie - het ABC van plaatsattitudes - in Hoofdstuk 2. Dit leidde tot de analyse van 

aan een plaats gerelateerde Bijbelse gebeurtenissen in Hoofdstuk 3, waarbij duidelijk 

werd hoe die Bijbelplaatsen verbonden waren met de spirituele ervaringen van de 

Israëlieten, gestrand in een 'vreemd land'. In Hoofdstuk 3 wordt betoogd dat 

plaatsgebonden spiritualiteit niet alleen een hedendaags verschijnsel is, maar een 

oud fenomeen, dat de basis vormt van de christelijke theologie. In Hoofdstuk 4 wordt 

een theorie van plaatsspiritualiteit ontwikkeld met behulp van de compensatie- en 

correspondentiemodellen uit de theorie over religie en hechting, waarbij 

plaatsspiritualiteit wordt beschreven als de band tussen een individu, een plaats en 

God, op een zodanige manier dat een emotionele hechting aan God het bijproduct 
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wordt van de ervaringen van het individu met een plaats. Vervolgens wordt in 

Hoofdstuk 5 een motivationele systeembenadering ontwikkeld om te onderzoeken 

hoe plaatsspiritualiteit verbonden is met religieuze hechting. Er wordt betoogd dat 

zowel hechting aan God als verkenning van plaats vorm krijgen door twee centrale 

motiverende driften (het aangaan van hechtingsbanden – ‘attachment affiliation’, en 

verkenningsnieuwsgierigheid – ‘exploration curiosity’), die individuen in staat stellen 

om te kiezen met welk object zich te engageren, op basis van onder andere hun 

intenties, gevoelens, behoeften, motieven en driften. Het uiteindelijke doel hiervan is 

het aangaan van hechtingsbanden en verkenningsnieuwsgierigheid, wat de twee 

hoofddoelen zijn van contact maken met, of het verkennen van, een betekenisvolle 

plaats of een goddelijk wezen, om daar een relatie mee aan te gaan. 

 

Empirisch onderzoek 

 Opzet van het empirisch onderzoek 

 De bovengenoemde theoretische kaders werden getoetst in de empirische 

studies in hoofdstuk 6, 7 en 8 aan de hand van een cross-sectionele steekproef van 

175 deelnemers - Afrikaanse migranten - in noordelijke en westelijke delen van 

Nederland. Survey gegevens werden verzameld met behulp van een 

sneeuwbalprocedure van november 2015 tot april 2016. Deelnemers werden 

gerekruteerd via verwijzingen door gemeenschapsleiders binnen bestaande 

Afrikaanse diaspora gemeenschappen in Noord- en West-Nederland. Deze leiders 

informeerden hun gemeenschappen / groepen over het onderzoek en een datum voor 

de dataverzameling werd afgesproken tijdens een van hun evenementen. Deelnemers 

waren betrokken bij verschillende evenementen georganiseerd door Afrikaanse 

studenten, religieuze leiders en gemeenschapsleiders. Bij aankomst op een 

evenement kregen de leden van de betreffende groepen / gemeenschappen te horen 

dat het onderzoek ging over hoe hun relationele ervaringen met God hen hielp om te 

gaan met problemen rond belonging (erbij horen), identiteit en migratie in 

Nederland. Geïnteresseerden werden uitgenodigd om de vragenlijst in te vullen. 

Demografische gegevens van de deelnemers waren de volgende: 67% van de 

deelnemers waren inwoners van steden in West-Nederland; 59% van de deelnemers 

woont meer dan 5 jaar in Nederland en de rest minder dan 5 jaar (41%); 52% was 

vrouw; en 82% van de totale steekproef sprak Nederlands of had een beetje kennis 

van de taal. De meeste deelnemers waren jong volwassenen; 72% van hen waren 
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tussen 18 en 45 jaar en de overige boven de 45. In de totale steekproef had 56% 

tertiair onderwijs voltooid, terwijl de rest (44%) alleen een middelbare school of 

lagere opleiding had genoten. De meerderheid van de deelnemers (51%) was 

getrouwd, 43% alleenstaand en 6% gescheiden of weduwe. Wat betreft de religieuze 

achtergrond van de deelnemers: 94% was christen, 4% moslim, 1% aanhangers van 

traditionele Afrikaanse religie, en 1% beschreef hun religie als 'anders'. 

 

 Resultaten 

 In hoofdstuk 6 werden de voorspellende factoren van plaats ervaringen 

onderzocht en verschillende migratie- en sociaal-demografische factoren 

geïdentificeerd als voorspellers van plaatsattitudes met betrekking tot het 

ontwikkelen van een Nederlandse identiteit, en hechting aan en afhankelijkheid van 

de Nederlandse samenleving. Met name de regio van verblijf van Afrikaanse 

migranten in Nederland was positief gerelateerd aan afhankelijkheid van de 

Nederlandse samenleving, waarbij migranten in West-Nederland een sterkere 

gedragsafhankelijkheid van plaats hadden (bijvoorbeeld zich wenden tot 

leerinstellingen en activiteiten in Nederland) in vergelijking met die in de Noordelijke 

regio. Taalvaardigheid vertoonde een negatieve relatie met gedragsafhankelijkheid 

van voorzieningen in de Nederlandse samenleving onder Afrikaanse migranten met 

een beetje kennis van het Nederlands in vergelijking met degenen die vloeiend 

Nederlands konden spreken. Oudere migranten met een Afrikaanse achtergrond 

(tussen 46 en 55 jaar) hadden meer kans om zowel hechting aan, als afhankelijkheid 

van de Nederlandse samenleving te ontwikkelen dan jongere migranten (tussen 18-

25 jaar). Het niveau van hechting aan de Nederlandse samenleving was aanzienlijk 

lager voor deelnemers met een tertiaire onderwijsachtergrond in vergelijking met 

degenen met een middelbare schoolopleiding of lagere opleiding; onze studie kon de 

herkomst van de onderwijskwalificaties van migranten echter niet beoordelen. Het 

niveau van afhankelijkheid van de Nederlandse samenleving was lager bij vrouwen 

dan bij mannen, en migranten uit West-Afrika hadden een sterkere plaats 

afhankelijkheid vergeleken met die uit Centraal-Afrika. 

 In hoofdstuk 7 werd de rol van spiritualiteit in een 'vreemde' plaats 

onderzocht; de empirische gegevens bevatten aanwijzingen voor een relatie tussen 

religie en plaats. Dit verband was allereerst zichtbaar in de positieve relatie tussen 

hechting aan God en hechting aan de Nederlandse samenleving, gecontroleerd voor 

260



opleidingsniveau, land van herkomst, leeftijdsverschil en verblijfsduur. De bevinding 

dat er een directe relatie is tussen hechting aan God en hechting aan plaats 

suggereert dat de spirituele hechting van deelnemers een betrouwbare veilige basis 

kan zijn van waaruit ze hun bredere omgeving verkenden, wat weer gerelateerd was 

aan hun hechting aan de Nederlandse samenleving. Bovendien werd de modererende  

rol van het zoeken naar een relatie met God onderzocht in het verband tussen 

negatieve plaats ervaringen (zoals gevoelens van plaats onzekerheid, 

rassendiscriminatie en angst voor het leven in de Nederlandse samenleving) en 

dimensies van plaatsattitudes. Interessante bevindingen waren dat er bij migranten 

met een hoge mate van spirituele hechting een verband was tussen 

rassendiscriminatie en het ontwikkelen van een positieve hechting aan de 

Nederlandse samenleving. Bij mensen met een laag niveau van spirituele hechting 

was er een negatieve relatie tussen onveiligheidsgevoelens in Nederland en de 

ontwikkeling van de Nederlandse identiteit. 

 In Hoofdstuk 8 werden de interactie-effecten tussen de duur van het verblijf 

en de religieuze achtergrond bij het zoeken naar hechting met God verder 

onderzocht. De resultaten lieten zien dat migranten in sociaal samenhangende 

gemeenschappen in West-Nederland vaker een relatie zochten met God dan 

migranten die in minder sociaal samenhangende gebieden in de Noordelijke regio 

woonden. Dit wijst op een door correspondentie gekenmerkte hechting, omdat de 

migranten in West-Nederland ook al sociaal verbonden waren met belangrijke 

mensen in hun leven in de regio. Hoewel er geen directe relatie was tussen de duur 

van het verblijf en het zoeken naar een relatie met God, was er een significant 

interactie-effect tussen verblijfsduur en religieuze achtergrond bij het voorspellen 

van het zoeken naar een relatie met God. Recent aangekomen (minder dan 5 jaar) 

religieuze Afrikaanse migranten scoorden hoger op het zoeken naar en behouden van 

een band met God en positieve attitudes tegenover God in de Nederlandse 

samenleving, in vergelijking met recent aangekomen niet-religieuze migranten. 

 

Conclusie 

Ten slotte worden in Hoofdstuk 9 de bevindingen van de studie besproken met 

betrekking tot de relaties tussen gelovige en God en tussen mensen en plaatsen – 

ervaringen die elkaar beïnvloeden en zo een doorstroomeffect hebben in het dagelijks 

leven van migranten. De nadruk van dit proefschrift ligt echter niet op de vraag of de 
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genoemde onderliggende factoren al dan niet hechting aan plaats of God 

veroorzaken, maar op de vraag of de richting van dat effect waarschijnlijk een ander, 

parallel effect voorspelt. De relatie tussen religie en plaats leidt tot inzicht in de 

complexe dynamiek van volwassen relaties die belangrijk zijn voor ons dagelijks 

leven en die van de ene relatie naar de andere ‘doorstroomt’ in een opeenstapeling 

van parallelle processen. Ook worden de implicaties van deze studie besproken voor 

de Afrikaanse transnationale spiritualiteit, die wordt geconceptualiseerd als een 

psychologisch fenomeen waarbij sprake is van surrogaat hechting aan religie en 

plaats. 

 Samenvattend pleit de studie voor een theorie van plaatsspiritualiteit, 

waarbij de nadruk wordt gelegd op de rol van spiritualiteit bij het bevorderen van 

hechting aan een belangrijke plaats onder migranten. Het begrijpen van de aard van 

deze relationele processen, met plaatsen en met God, is relevant voor zowel 

onderzoek als de praktijk. Overheidsinstanties en personen die werken met mensen 

in de diaspora en groepen buiten de marges van de samenleving hebben een meer 

geavanceerd inzicht nodig in relationele ervaringen met objecten van hechting om 

effectief integratiebeleid voor migranten van alle soorten en rassen te formuleren en 

bevorderen. 
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Abbreviations  
 

 
AG – Attachment to God  

PA – Place Attachment  

SOP – Sense of Place  

PI – Place Identity  

PD – Place Dependence  

PS – Place Spirituality  

CoPS – Circle of Place Spirituality 

CoS – Circle of Security  

NPE – Negative Place Experiences  

N –Population Size 

M – Mean Average  

SD – Standard Deviation 

LOS – Length of Stay  

IWM – Internal Working Models  

AF – Attachment Figure  

Ref. – Reference Group  

ROR – Region of Residence  
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Appendix A 

  

 

Place and God Attachment  
A study of the African diaspora in the Netherlands 
Survey Questionnaire  
─ 

Victor Counted  
Department of Comparative Study of Religion  
Groningen University  
Email: a.v.counted@rug.nl 
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  1 
 

Project Overview 
The goal of this research project is to look at the intersection of religion and place through                                 
the lens of attachment. Specifically, to investigate how an attachment connection to a place                           
can contribute to the understanding of religious experience/spirituality, and shape certain                     
attributes of place identity and place dependence.  

Directions 
● Please answer each question as accurately as possible by circling the correct answer 

or filling in the space provided. There are no right or wrong responses.  
● In any case where you do not feel comfortable about any question/statement please 

leave the response space blank   
● If you have any comments or questions about any part of the survey, please feel 

free to write them on the back of this sheet.  

Specifications 
You have been invited to participate in this study because of the following reasons: 

● You are of African descent and part of the African diaspora in the Netherlands 
● Your country in Africa is part of the sub-saharan African region  
● You are above 18 years of age  
● You can read and understand English language  
● You currently live in the Netherlands  
● You have lived in the Netherlands for more than six months  
● You have agreed to participate in a follow-up interview if called upon to do so 

Contact Information 
Name (optional): _____________________________________________________________________  

Email: ________________________________________  Mobile: ______________________________ 
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Appendix 1: Background 
1. How long have you lived in the Netherlands?_________________________ 

2. City of residence in the Netherlands? ________________________________________________ 

3. What is your Nationality? ____________________________________________________________ 

4. What is your age category?  (Check only one)  

❏ 18 - 25  
❏ 26 - 35  
❏ 36 - 45  
❏ 45 - 55  
❏ 56 - 65 
❏ 66 - 110 

5. I identify my gender as...  (Check only one)  

❏ Female  
❏ Male  
❏ Trans*   

6. Do you speak Dutch? (Check only one)  

❏ Yes 
❏ No 
❏ A little 

7. I am currently... (Check only one)  

❏ Married   
❏ Single   
❏ Separated  
❏ Divorced   
❏ Widowed 

8. What is your highest level of education?  (Check only one)  

❏ Primary school 
❏ High|Secondary school 
❏ Undergraduate | Tertiary education  
❏ Graduate school | Master’s degree 
❏ Doctoral degree  

266



  3 
 

9. Do you consider yourself religious or do you believe in God?  (Check only one)  

❏ Yes, I do 
❏ No, I don’t  
❏ Sometimes 

10. What is your religious affiliation, if any?  (Check only one)  

❏ Christian  
❏ Muslim  
❏ African Traditionalist  
❏ ______________________ (fill in the blank) 

11. Do you currently hold a (valid) residence permit for the Netherlands?  (Check only one)  

❏ Yes 
❏ No 
❏ I do not wish to disclose this information 

12. Are you uncertain or anxious about your future in the Netherlands? (Check only one)  

❏ Yes 
❏ No 

13. Have you experienced any form of marginalisation, racism or violence because you are 
an African living in the Netherlands? (Check only one)  

❏ Yes 
❏ No   

14. Do you feel safe whenever you are in the Netherlands? (Check only one)  

❏ Yes  
❏ No 

 

 

Please proceed to the next page. 
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Appendix 2: Sense of Place Scale   1

Instructions: Each of the twelve statements on this page refer to how you experience the                             
Netherlands as the place where you currently live and perhaps consider to be your home.                             
Respond to each statement by indicating how much you agree or disagree with it. Write the                               
number in the space provided, using the following rating scale: 

 

Disagree Strongly  Disagree  Neutral/ 
Mixed 

Agree  Agree Strongly 

1  2  3  4  5 

 

____1. Everything about this place is a reflection of me. [PI] 

____2. This place says very little about who I am. [PI] 

____3. I feel that I can really be myself in this place. [PI]  

____4. This place reflects the type of person I am. [PI] 

____5. I feel relaxed when I’m in the Netherlands. [PA] 

____6. I feel happiest when I’m in the Netherlands. [PA] 

____7. This place is my favorite place to be. [PA] 

____8. I really miss the Netherlands when I’m away for too long. [PA] 

____9. Netherlands is the best place for doing the things that I enjoy most. [PD] 

____10. For doing the things that I enjoy most, no other place can compare to this place. [PD]  

____11. Netherlands is not a good place to do the things I most like to do. [PD] 

____12. As far as I am concerned, there are better places to be than in the Netherlands. [PD] 
 
 
 

 

 

 

1 Sense of Place Scale is used with permission from the original authors (Jorgensen, B.S. & R.C. Stedman, 2001). 
This instrument is used to measure your “place dependence,” “place attachment” and “place identity”. 
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Appendix 3: Attachment to God Scale   2

Instructions: The following statements concern how you feel about your relationship with 
God. Respond to each statement by indicating how much you agree or disagree with it. 
Write the number in the space provided, using the following rating scale: 

 

Disagree 
Strongly 

Disagree  Disagree 
Slightly 

Agree Slightly  Agree  Agree 
Strongly 

1  2  3  4  5  6 

  

____ 1. I seek to be close to God.  

____ 2. My relationship with God gives me the courage to face new challenges.  

____ 3. When I am afraid or anxious, I know that God is there for me.  

____ 4. I feel the need to stay close to God.  

____ 5. It would distress me greatly if I lose my relationship with God.  

____ 6. When I face difficulties, I turn to God.  

____ 7. My relationship with God provides me the confidence to explore things around me  

____ 8. I do things that help me feel close to God.  

____ 9. I would feel upset if I sense that God is far from me.  

____ 10. Knowing that God is there for me helps me live my daily life.  

____ 11. I feel safe whenever I feel close to God.  

____ 12. I cannot bear to think of life without God.  

____ 13. I feel most at ease when I have a close relationship with God.  

____ 14. God is someone I cannot afford to lose.  

____ 15. I am willing to try or learn new things because I know God will support or help me.  

____ 16. God is always available whenever I am in need. 

2 Your God experience will be assessed using the 16 statements drawn from Sim & Loh’s (2003) Attachment to 
God Scale. This instrument is used to measure your “Experience of God as a Safe Haven”, “Experience of God as 
a Secure Base”, “Need to Seek and Maintain Closeness with God”, and “Response to Feeling Separation/ 
Distance from God”.  
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Appendix 4: Attitudes toward God Scale (ATSG-9)    3

Instructions: On the following rating scale, indicate to what extent you currently do or feel 
the following about God (or whatever you call the sacred). 

 

Not at all                    Extremely 

0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

   

   0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

1. Trust God to protect and care for you (P)  0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

2. Feel angry at God (N)  0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

3. Feel that God has let you down (N)  0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

4. View God as unkind (N)  0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

5. View God as all-powerful and 
all-knowing (P) 

0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

6. Feel loved by God (N)  0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

7. Feel supported by God (N)  0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

8. Feel nurtured or cared for by God (N)  0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

9. Feel abandoned by God (P)  0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10 

  

 

 

 

 

 

3 This measuring scale was originally developed by: Wood, B. T., Worthington, E. L., Jr., Exline, J. J., Yali, A. M., 
Aten, J. D., & McMinn, M. R. (2010). Development, refinement, and psychometric properties of the Attitudes 
Toward God Scale (ATGS-9). Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 2, 148-167. The instrument contains two 
subscales: Positive Attitudes toward God (P) & Disappointment and Anger with God (N). 
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Appendix 5: Attachment to God Scale  4

Instructions: The following statements concern how you generally think and feel in your 
relationship with God (or any other supernatural force you believe in).  Using the following 
scale, respond to each statement by indicating how characteristic it is of you.  

 

Not at all 
characteristic of 

me 

          Very 
characteristic 

of me 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

  

   1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

1. God seems impersonal to me. (DA-AVD)  1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

2. God seems to have little or no interest in my personal 
problems. (DA-AVD) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

3. God seems to have little or no interest in my personal 
affairs. (DA-AVD) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

4. I have a warm relationship with God.* (DA-AVD)  1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

5. God knows when I need support.* (DA-AVD)  1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

6. I feel that God is generally responsive to me.* (DA-AVD)  1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

7. God sometimes seems responsive to my needs, but 
sometimes not. (DA-ANX) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

8. God’s reactions to me seem to be inconsistent. (DA-ANX)  1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

9. God sometimes seems very warm and other times very 
cold to me. (DA-ANX) 

1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

 

4 This instrument was originally developed by: Rowatt, W. C., & Kirkpatrick, L. A. (2002). Two dimensions of 
attachment to God and their relation to affect, religiosity, and personality constructs. Journal for the Scientific 
Study of Religion, 41, 637-651. It contains two subscales measuring the Divine-Attachment Avoidance (DA-AVD)  
and Divine-Attachment Anxiety (DA-ANX). Items 4-6 are to be reverse-scored. 
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