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Extended Abstract

Problem Statement

In recent decades, the study of religion from the perspective of natural and biological
sciences has gained attention within a new framework called the “Naturalistic Study
of Religion.” Among the prominent figures in this movement, Daniel Clement
Dennett (1942-2024), a philosopher of mind and one of the Four Horsemen of the
New Atheism, holds a distinct position. Unlike common atheistic approaches that
target religious propositions through rational critique or empirical refutation, his
method focuses on studying religion itself as a natural and evolutionary
phenomenon. Dennett’s study of religion is, in other words, the Naturalistic
Ontology of Religion. From Dennett’s viewpoint, religion is not a collection of
revealed propositions but a product of biological, psychological, and cultural
processes that emerged in the course of human evolution and persisted through
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Memes and mechanisms of cultural survival and adaptation. By proposing this
approach in his famous book, Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon,
he made a novel effort to break the “taboo of scientific scrutiny of religion” and open
a path for its analysis using empirical scientific standards.

Although Dennett emphasizes the importance of scientifically investigating religion,
his reductionist and extreme naturalistic viewpoint raises fundamental questions.
The main problem of the current research is a systematic and critical examination of
this distinctive approach by Dennett; because he reduces religion, through
ontological reductionism, to an entirely natural phenomenon resulting from blind
evolution, and through methodological reductionism, he examines it solely using
natural methods. A critical analysis of Dennett’s religion research, as an approach
independent of theological or positivist critiques of religion, has been less
systematically studied in Persian research literature.Sub-questions:

Can a phenomenon like religion, rooted in existential, epistemic, historical, and
revealed layers, be solely explained within a natural and biological mechanism?
Does Dennett’s “Naturalistic Study of Religion,” due to its reductionism, fail to
explain the non-natural and meaning-oriented aspects of religion?

What factors have led to Dennett's mistaken understanding of the nature and origin
of religion?

How is the evaluation of the benefits and harms of religion determined, and is it even
possible to apply this evaluation to all religions?

Method

The method employed in this article is descriptive-analytical. This research first
provides a comprehensive explanation of Daniel Dennett’s views in the field of
naturalistic religion research, especially in his book Breaking the Spell, and then
offers a systematic critique of this approach by analyzing his ontological and
methodological foundations (such as reductionism).

Findings and Results

The research findings indicate that although Daniel Dennett’s emphasis on the
necessity of scientifically studying religion is valuable, his extreme naturalistic
approach faces fundamental theoretical and logical challenges. He reduces religion
completely, both ontologically and methodologically: religion is merely a cultural
“meme” and a product of evolutionary processes, with its origin rooted in humans’
hyperactive habit of attributing agency, and it has survived through mechanisms like
mystery, utilization of child psychology, and the creation of importance (which
Dennett calls “Cranes”).

However, the central critiques of this article against Dennett are multi-layered: First,
there is profound ontological reductionism, which completely ignores the revealed,
epistemic, and non-natural dimensions of religion, reducing its essence to mere
physical or cultural processes. Second, a crucial logical confounding is identified
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between the “causes of human inclination” toward religion (the psychological and
social needs that explain its survival and adherence) and the “origin/genesis” of
religion itself; Dennett mistakenly uses factors that merely explain the attractiveness
and stability of religion as proof for its entirely naturalistic origin. Finally, in the
pragmatic evaluation of religion, Dennett’s general judgment that religion is harmful
is deemed unjust due to extreme overgeneralization and his failure to distinguish
between harms arising from the content of religion and the malpractice of religion
by its followers, alongside ignoring many of the benefits of religions. Dennett also
introduces the core concept of “Belief in Belief” to explain the psychological
mechanism of individuals' adherence to religion, even without firm conviction in the
truth of its propositions.
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