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In Trauma and the Body, sensorimotor psychotherapists Pat Ogden et al. (2006) build on 

John Bowlby’s attachment theory by focusing on how embodied interaction is implicated in what 

are perceived as secure and insecure relationship styles. Widely utilized in the psychotherapeutic 

setting, attachment theory indicated that early interactions with parental figures foster the 

relational dynamics individuals develop throughout their lifespan (Ogden et al., 2006). Given 

that one of the core aspects of Buddhism is detachment (Koller, 2018), what might Buddhism 

have to contribute to our understanding of attachment in theory and practice? As Buddhists 

perceive that attachment produces suffering (duhkha), a preliminary consideration of the topic 

might result in the premature conclusion that Buddhists reject attachment, and, as such, that 

Buddhism falls short of offering insights into healthy relationship dynamics (Koller, 2018). Such 

an assessment would involve a misapprehension of attachment as conceived of by Buddhists, 

and, furthermore, an omission of its fundamental wisdom, that of interdependent arising (pratitya 

samutpada), which renders Buddhism a relational philosophy with multidimensional 

psychotherapeutic insights (Koller, 2018). This paper will delineate some of these 

psychotherapeutic insights by reviewing aspects of the Noble Fourfold Truth.   

According to the first of the Noble Fourfold Truth, Buddhism identifies duhkha as the 

defining and persisting problem of existence, attributed to attachment (Koller, 2018). Though 

seemingly negative, by starting with the suffering of existents, Buddhists provide a diagnosis of 

the human condition distorting fundamental reality, together with the pathway to the healing 

power of liberation; the Buddha-nature of all beings and medicine within (Koller, 2018; M. 

Barua, personal communication, September 29, 2022). Because humans are sentient and desirous 

beings that seek out connection and relationship, they are volitionally susceptible to distress, 

disharmony, and dysregulation (Koller, 2018; Ogden et al., 2006). Indeed, the problem is not that 
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humans foster connections and relationships as we are unavoidably interdependent, but rather 

our disposition toward engendering attachment, which enables harmful dynamics (Koller, 2018). 

Amid an ever-changing reality and processes of experiencing, attachment entails the misguided 

effort to hold on to, persist, and anticipate experiences, which is itself the egoic investment in the 

self that through its attempted control becomes reified as an enduring entity (Koller, 2018). 

Instead of producing connection and healthy forms of relating, for Buddhists, attachment to what 

is perceived unchanging gives way to dis-ease (Koller, 2018). Disconnected from the awareness 

of mutual arising, there emerges a “chasm that separates one’s own existence from the others,” 

giving way to experiences of nonbelonging, alienation, and anxiety (Koller, 2018, p. 57). With 

respect to the other, Buddhism demonstrates that attachment necessarily precipitates an 

incapacity to allow, accept, and embrace the shifting dynamics of relationships, which is harmful 

to self, other, and the relationship itself (Koller, 2018). 

The second of the Noble Fourfold Truth oriented around identifying and elaborating on 

the condition that gives way to duhkha, makes further insightful contributions to 

psychotherapeutic understandings of relationship, more specifically defensive responses. As 

outlined, since we are desirous beings, we are vulnerable to craving (trishna), understood by 

Buddhists as the urge to seek after pleasure and avoid pain (Koller, 2018). The aim to bring 

about what one desires, or to repel that which one does not want to transpire, both result in 

suffering because that which is pleasurable cannot persist, and that which is painful is 

perpetuated by avoidance itself (Koller, 2018). Since reality arises interdependently and is ever-

changing, with the present moment coming and going, the attitude of clinging reinforces 

dependency on the temporarily pleasurable, and, in turn, escapism of the painful, reexperienced 

as protective or defensive mechanisms of the self (Koller, 2018; Ogden et al., 2006). As Koller 
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(2018) indicates, this disharmonious state has relational implications, as the person “either 

desperately craves the other, […] in order to maintain selfhood, or else, when the other is seen as 

a threat to the self, to desperately create defenses to keep the other from destroying one’s 

selfhood” (p. 57). Due to self-centeredness or overwhelming concern for self, the giving and 

receiving within relationships will be determined through the lens of craving, resulting in the 

proximity to the other when gratifying, or, in avoidance, defined by magnified negative 

emotionality and unaccountability, when difficulties arise (Koller, 2018). Though much more 

can be said about such harmful relational dynamics, for Buddhists, they develop because 

individuals do not have an appreciation of interdependent arising (Koller, 2018).  

 The third of the Noble Fourfold Truth aims at healing duhkha through a renunciation of 

attachments which give way to it (Koller, 2018). Though questionable if existence emancipated 

from any affliction is possible, Buddhism proposes that everyone is capable of cultivating 

awareness of and overcoming the conditions that distort and prevent us from living in accordance 

with the wisdom of interdependent arising (Koller, 2018). Surely, how to foster detachment as 

conceived of by Buddhists is most significant in the context of the psychotherapeutic 

relationship, as renunciation of cravings is a process rather than a declared truth (Koller, 2018). 

In accordance with interdependent arising as the fundamental wisdom framing this process, 

Buddhists do not perceive that entities are existentially constituted separately prior to relational 

processes that constitute such existence (Koller, 2018). As Koller (2018) notes, it is not as 

though “first things exist, and then later become dynamic and enter into relationship with other 

things” (p. 85). Instead, our existence is intertwined with that of others, which means that there is 

no self apart from the varying degrees of awareness equivalent to the changing form of 

interbeing (Koller, 2018). Such wisdom provides the practitioner relational ethics that aim to 
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repair harmful attachments and emotional dysregulation that clients have experienced 

relationally (Ogden et al., 2006). Secondly, since mutual arising means that we co-create our 

experience and can thereby alter how we interact in relationships, the practitioner can assist the 

client to arrive at a deeper understanding of the conditions that foster, perpetuate, and remedy 

dissatisfaction in relationships (Koller, 2018). Lastly, by cultivating an appreciation of how our 

existence is inextricable from that of others, we seek to create reciprocally liberating 

relationships consisting of love, non-judgement, and empathy (Koller, 2018).  

The fourth of the Noble Fourfold Truth delineates the Noble Eightfold Path, which 

consists of practical wisdom, ethics, and techniques, to overcome duhkha (Koller, 2018). Though 

each element is relevant to treatment, here I will only highlight how the mindfulness technique 

addresses unhealthy forms of relating (Koller, 2018). Following the Buddhist insight that the 

processes of experiencing are ever-changing, the practitioner can encourage the client to release 

grasping at what was or anticipating what will be, by observing the mind-body in the present 

(Koller, 2018). In cultivating the disposition of releasing or letting go during mindfulness 

practice, both self and other benefit as the dynamic is not dictated by the lens of craving (Koller, 

2018). Mindfulness enables a practitioner to guide a client through an exploration of sensations, 

emotions, memories, and thoughts, to arrive at an awareness of their relationship dynamics, to 

processes such experiences so that they do not recur, and to cultivate a healthier connection to 

self (Koller, 2018; Ogden et al., 2006). More broadly, it is a key technique for detachment that 

can assists clients to develop meaningful connections with others (Koller, 2018).  

This paper has considered some of the contributions that the Buddhist Noble Fourfold 

Path makes toward understanding attachment in relationships, which is an important component 

of psychotherapeutic treatment. It has done so by emphasizing the wisdom of mutual arising. 
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