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As a Buddhist practitioner and a psychotherapist, I
have been exploring the interface of these two
disciplines and how each informs the other in
alleviating suffering.  With the growing interest in
Buddhism by Western scientists, and recent
research regarding the positive benefits of
meditation (Davidson, 2003), increasingly I have
encountered questions regarding the apparently
contradictory concepts of attachment in the two
fields.  I am often asked how one reconciles the
Buddhist teaching of non-attachment with the
importance of secure attachment  in the
development of the child and in the therapeutic
relationship. What are the similarities and
differences between the two, not only
conceptually, but also neurobiologically?

On the Gift of Secure Attachment

First, what do we mean by secure attachment? A
pioneer of attachment research, John Bowlby
(1982) believed that human infants are biologically
wired to seek and form stable relationships with
their primary caregivers, and that secure
attachment to parents is a significant factor in the
development of the child’s well-being. Healthy
attunement provides the infant with a secure base
to turn to for comfort and attention, and helps
develop an internal working model of the self and
one’s relation to others. Bowlby defined secure
attachment as a child being “strongly disposed to
seek proximity to and contact with a specific figure
and to do so in certain situations, notably when he
is frightened, tired or ill” (1982, p. 371). In this
context, the words secure attachment denote a
special emotional bond between the infant and his
caregivers.  Research indicates that it also shapes

the brain in a direction promoting healthy
relationships in the future, a concept that is at the
core of IPNB (Siegel, 1999).

According to Schore (1994), secure attachment is
fundamentally a regulation system. He states that
during healthy attunement, the parent-infant dyadic
interaction creates a feedback loop, which affects
the nervous system and brain structure of both.  He

notes that right-brain-to-right-brain communication

makes  “connections  with the  subcortical  limbic

structures that mediate emotional arousal” (p. 473).
Two pleasure-inducing neurotransmitters, oxytocin
and endorphins, are also released and activated by
this looping, promoting states of relaxation
(Goleman, 2006).

Let us now more closely examine this
neurobiological process. Attachment processes are
present immediately after birth, with the
sympathetic nervous system (SNS) mediating the
energy for the child’s subjective experience of
reaching toward the adult attachment figure.  This
branch of the autonomic nervous system (ANS) is
predominant in the first year of life and acts as the
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accelerator, controlling physical arousal such as
heart rate (Schore, 2003; Siegel, 1999). It also
mediates emotions such as excitement, joy and
pleasure, on the one hand, and fear and anxiety,  on

the other.  By the second year of life, the
parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) becomes
more influential, acting as the brake, inhibiting
impulses, and initiating a slowing down/
relaxing/less-alert-to-the-outside-world response
(Schore, 2003; Siegel, 1999). The way these two
branches of the ANS work means that at the
beginning of life, an infant is dependent on the
parents for regulation of emotional states.  In this
way, the brain can be gradually shaped for self-
regulation if the parents provide a solid base of
contingent communication.  This means that they
often respond easily and accurately to their child’s
needs, and repair ruptures in connection quickly
when they do occur. With secure attachment, the
infant’s arousal/relaxation circuits in the physical
body are regulated to maintain balance. As the
nervous system matures, the child internalizes the
ability to self-soothe, and is able to spring back
from life’s challenges with greater resilience.

Siegel (1999), citing Schore (1994), further
postulates that the orbitofrontal cortex is central to
this arousal/relaxation process by “pushing down a
kind of emotional ‘clutch’ that disengages the
sympathetic ‘accelerator’ and activates the
parasympathetic ‘brakes’ in affect regulation” (p.
281).  In this process, the brain/body/mind of the
secure parent is patterning processes of integration
for the child.  Research suggests that with middle
prefrontal integration (which includes the

orbitofrontal cortex) come the gifts of body and
emotion regulation, response flexibility, the
capacity for attuned communication, empathy, self-
knowing awareness, and moderation of fear.  As
we shall see, the practice of mindfulness
meditation generates these same abilities, while
adding the capacity for intuition and morality to
the lovely list.

As we step back to look at the big picture, we can
see that states of well-being, balance, flexibility,
empathy, and resilience are often experienced by a
person who is securely attached.  These states also
resonate for the mindful Buddhist, drawing us back
to the question of the relationship between secure
attachment and non-attachment.

On the State of Non-Attachment

Once there were two Zen monks traveling down a
road. Heavy rain made it muddy and impassable.
A young woman in silky attire stopped at the
intersection. Without hesitation, one monk offered
to carry her across the muddy road. The other
monk kept silent and remained deep in thought.
Later, clearly upset, he remarked, “You should not
have carried the young woman.  Monks are not
allowed near females, especially young and
attractive ones.”  The first monk calmly replied, “I
left her there, but you are still carrying her.

This famous Zen story illustrates the concepts of
attachment and non-attachment, as they are thought
of in Buddhism. The Buddha stated, in what has
come to be called the second Noble Truth, that the
cause of suffering is ignorance of our Buddha
nature and attachment to our sense of self, which is
an illusion (Shearer, 1992). When we identify with
our emotional states, thoughts, and perceptions of
the world, the result is rigidity, grasping onto a
desired outcome, or pushing away what we fear.
Attachment creates an egocentric view, putting our
self as the center of the universe. If we do not have
the right career or relationship, we become
frustrated and dissatisfied, which causes suffering.
The second monk in the story identified with his
perceptions and beliefs, and out of fear, became
rigid and judgmental, creating his own suffering.
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Non-attachment in Buddhism does not equate with
detachment and nihilism. It is about being fully
present and embracing all experiences, rather than
identifying with particular emotions and thoughts.
The ability to observe the rise and fall of our
mental and emotional processes, a naked
awareness of simply “what is,” lies at its heart.  In
a state of non-attachment, we cultivate a loving,
non-judgmental presence, and “sustaining
compassionate equanimity” (Safran, 2003, p. 175),
even in the midst of great challenges. Imagine
staying open and non-attached even when someone
you care about is going through difficulties, not
succumbing to fear and imposing your judgment. It
also means not taking pride
when your child wins a
competition or is accepted to a
prestigious college. Instead, you
develop the capacity to observe
these emotions come and go,
remaining open-hearted and all-
encompassing. Non-attachment
takes us beyond our hopes and
fears, shifting our self-
identification.

So, what is happening in our
brain when we are attached, in
the Buddhist sense, and when we
are mindful and non-attached?
This is a complex subject, and I
will attempt to offer a glimpse
into this process. We know that
when we direct our attention ,
neural firing is initiated.  Hebb’s
Axiom tells us that what fires
together, wires together. Thus, when we grasp or
push away an emotion or thought, patterns within
the brain are created or reinforced, forming an
increasingly solid state of mind.  If this pushing
away is reflexive and not responsive to our wish to
change the pattern, it is likely rooted in
unintegrated limbic processes, perceptual biases
that are not being mediated by the middle
prefrontal region.  Subjectively, we may
experience these states of mind as our self-in-the-
moment, what Buddhists might call the ego-self.
This could be described as a state of attachment in
which we identify with these particular thoughts,
feelings, and perceptions at the expense of the
larger, more integrated picture of ourselves and the

world.

Buddhist meditation practices refine and enhance
attentional skills (Wallace, 2006), so that it is
possible to choose the focus of attention, rather
than have it captured by internal or external
stimuli.  Practitioners are taught a rigorous system
of mind training, emphasizing observation of
mental processes. Attending to the breath is a
fundamental step in all meditation training.
Research suggests that breath awareness increases
a state of calmness by decreasing neural firing in
the nerve cells of the brain stem (Rama, Ballentine
& Hymes, 2005). In addition, just repeatedly
returning to the sensation of the breath, after the

mind has wandered, exercises
our intention to attend, giving
us increasingly better resources
for choosing our focus.  This
develops the ability to turn
attention inward, and enhances

“emotional-cognitive
integration, ‘attention for
action,’ motor preparation, and
c o n f l i c t  m o n i t o r i n g ”
(Viamontes & Beitman, 2006,
p. 239).  Thus, when we are
less activated by our emotional
content, motor preparation for
action can pause. Reactivity
decreases, and existing
neuronal firing patterns can be
altered.  Rigidity of response
gives way to flexibility, fear is
less gripping, and compassion
has a chance to increase.

In peak meditative states, there is also a reduction
in activity level in the orientation association area
in the posterior parietal lobe. Newberg (2001)
suggests this results in a decrease in the self/other
boundary and redefinition of self.  This may
account in part for the subjective experience of
oneness with all beings, leading to vast wellsprings
of compassion extending to every blade of grass.

Research has also shown that mindfulness
meditation develops the observer or hub of the
mind,  which  is  mediated  in  part  by  the  middle
prefrontal region, an area familiar from the
integrative processes related to the development of
secure attachment (Siegel, 2007, in press).  This
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suggests that positive early experiences may create
an optimal platform for the development of
mindfulness, and that mindfulness may help
promote an earned secure attachment for people
who have had hurtful childhood experiences.
When, with practice, we are able to settle in the
hub of the mind, our caring, compassionate
observer state of mind can more easily embrace
both internal and external experiences without
grasping onto judgments.  This suggests that the
state of non-attachment may
emerge from increases in neural
integration, accompanied by the
disciplines of mindfulness.

Secure attachment in psychology
and non-attachment in Buddhism
are clearly related to one another.
It does seem for non-attachment to
occur, a secure base must already
be present, although it may not
necessarily be acquired in the
traditional way. In Buddhism, we
take refuge in the Buddha
(awakened one), the dharma
(teaching), and the sangha
(spiritual community). So the
notion of having a safe haven, similar to Bowlby’s
theory, is present in Buddhist teaching and
practice. However, this does not mean all Buddhist
practitioners have secure attachment, or that all
securely attached individuals become non-attached.

My patients  are  often  seasoned  meditators,  who
come for therapy when they encounter experiences

that challenge their non-attached state.  Whether it
is the ending of a relationship or painful implicit
feelings surfacing in meditation, we can imagine
that not-yet-integrated limbic circuits have been
activated. Therapy usually uncovers unresolved
trauma, and helps integrate the implicit and explicit
memories into a coherent narrative. Once this
occurs, the neural integration promoted by their
meditation practices enables them to return to a
state of calmness, stability, and non-attachment

quite rapidly.

It is also true that securely attached
individuals will still experience
attachment to desires, leaving them
vulnerable to disappointments.
However, because their brains have a
tendency toward integration and they
have good resources for self-soothing,
their emotional reactions will be more
modulated, allowing for flexible
internal and external responses. If a
person were to focus on strengthening
the intention to attend, from this base,
it seems that increasing mindfulness
and non-attachment might be a natural
consequence.  As we come to a close,

there is a pleasant sensation of two ways of being
weaving together—secure attachment and mindful
non-attachment.  Initially, one emerges from warm
relationships that are then held internally, while the
other arises from close relationship to oneself, but
then gently spills into compassion for all life.

B. Raven Lee, PhD, LCSW, is a transpersonal psychologist, Jungian psychotherapist, and Buddhist meditation practitioner. A
diplomate in clinical hypnotherapy and a certified release breathwork clinician, Raven grounds her therapeutic approach with
principles from interpersonal neurobiology, Buddhist psychology, and trauma resolution. She also leads workshops in spirituality,
mind/body healing, and dreams. Besides a private practice in Pasadena, she also leads meditation groups. For further information,
please contact Raven at drravenlee@juno.com or call (626) 396-1871.

“Walking fully grown tigers on a leash is all part of a day's work for a group
of Buddhist monks who have taken on the task of protecting the endangered

animals by offering them a home within the walls of their temple. The
sanctuary is run by head monk Phusit Khantidharo, who insists all 10 tigers
living at the Pha Luang Ba Tua temple in western Kanchanaburi province

have adopted peaceful Buddhist ways.  “We are a big family here and we live
together, not just with the tigers but many animals,'' said Phusit, sitting cross-

legged on a rock surrounded by five large tigers who take turns to
affectionately nuzzle up to their saffron-robed master.”

You can read the full article at www.unexplained-mysteries.com
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