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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

In general, two trends can be distinguished in the psychology of
religion. One trend has a descriptive and empathetic approach to the
phenomenon of religion, which is related to phenomenology, and the
other is an explanatory and critical approach to it. The spiritual roots
of the phenomenological trend can be traced to the accounts of the
medieval mystics of their revelations or to theologians and
philosophers such as Jonathan Edwards, Sgren Kierkegaard, and
Albrecht Reichel. The explanatory approach that seeks to identify the
causal origin of the tendency toward religion is followed by naturalists
such as Hume, Feuerbach, and Freud. In his book The Natural History
of Religion, Hume explains the origin of the human tendency toward
religion with psychological factors such as desire and fear. Feuerbach
also considers the sacred as an attempt to remove limitations and
project unattainable human desires. In his book Totem and Taboo,
Freud, by presenting a fictional story from prehistoric times, seeks the
human tendency toward religion in the Oedipus complex. The
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common naturalistic trend that crystallizes in the above three thinkers
is reductionism. The formal rule of reductionism, which was
reinforced by the advances in empirical knowledge, especially the
explanatory relationship of sciences such as physics and chemistry in
the early twentieth century, is: "A is nothing but B". According to this
rule, when phenomenon A (such as religion) is reduced to
psychological factors (such as fear, wish projection, and the Oedipus
complex), A loses its independence and originality and is merged into
phenomenon B. This orientation is called explanatory reduction, as
opposed to descriptive reduction, which, by adopting a
phenomenological approach, reduces faith to religious consciousness
and uses first-person accounts of believers’ existential experiences as
the criterion for its description. Based on neuroscience findings, the
naturalism movement leads to the reduction of religious experience to
the physical-chemical mechanisms of the brain. The attempt to explain
the relationship between religion and neuroscience is pursued today in
Neurotheology, which, of course, has significantly moved away from
the extreme reductionist claims of the early twentieth century. Andrew
Newberg, one of the leading figures in the field of neurotheology,
believes that the success of this research program depends on the
formulation of methodological principles. Among the 54
methodological principles, he mentions the term causal arc or "neutral
causal orientation.” According to this principle, neurotheology simply
discovers the correlation between the phenomenological components
of religious experience and the neural mechanisms of the brain, and in
light of the principle of the independence of science and religion,
which is a prerequisite for a constructive dialogue between the two, it
neither considers religious experience as the result of an encounter
with the sacred nor reduces it to physiological disorders of the brain.
Neurotheology, in its transition from extreme reductionism to a
moderate approach within the context of the principle of neutral causal
orientation, is influenced by the radical empiricism of William James.
In his review of the history of neurotheology, Newberg considers
James's approach as a basis for explaining the neurological correlates
of religious experience, but does not examine the philosophical
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foundations of his thought in this field. In the first chapter of his book,
under the heading ‘Historical Foundations of Neurotheology,’
Newberg points out that James provides a phenomenological inquiry
into diverse religious and mystical states, thereby laying the initial
theoretical groundwork for a neuroscientific analysis. Nevertheless,
owing to the epistemic and methodological limitations of his era,
James does not delineate fine-grained correlations between specific
brain mechanisms and the phenomenological components of mystical
experience. Newberg’s focus, therefore, remains centered on
articulating a neurobiological model of these mystical elements;
consequently, he remains silent on the philosophical foundations of
James’s though-foundations that give rise to some of the most pivotal
theological principles, such as a causally neutral orientation
(Newberg, 2020: 37) The main issue of the present article is to
consider which philosophical and psychological foundations James
uses to help transition from extreme reductionism to a moderate
descriptive-explanatory approach. In this context, with the aim of
filling the gaps between the lines and referring to the foundations of
James's thought such as radical empiricism, pure experience, and the
distinction between existential and spiritual judgment, an attempt is
made to explain the transition from extreme reductionism to a
moderate explanatory approach. In the first chapter of his book The
Varieties of Religious Experience, William James discusses the
relationship between religion and neurology and distinguishes
between two types of propositions, namely existential and spiritual
judgment, in order to criticize the medical materialism in the field of
religious studies. Medical materialism is the same neurological
approach to religion in an extreme form, and James’s criticism of this
approach prompted the author to point out a new version of medical
materialism, which, of course, tries to avoid reductionism. This new
version of medical materialism, now presented in the form of
neurotheology, can represent the adoption of a moderate approach, the
foundations of which can be sought in James’s critical view. James’s
pluralistic approach to experience and its types provides the basis for
justifying the epistemological and psychological value of religious
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experience and opens a new horizon for the psychology of religion
and for creating a constructive dialogue between science and religion.
Therefore, addressing the philosophical foundations of this approach
can be of interest to religious scholars who are concerned with the
origins and primary foundations of religion.

2. Literature Review

Works written in Persian on James’s psychology of religion
methodologically only refer to his pragmatist approach and do not
address the foundations of James’s thought, namely radical
empiricism and the theory of pure experience. In the English academic
domain, the book William James and the Metaphysics of
Experience(1999) by Lamberth focuses on the philosophical
foundations of James’s psychology of religion, but does not mention
the relationship between medical materialism and neurotheology. The
innovation of the present article, in addition to analyzing the
phenomenology of James's religious experience with reference to first-
hand works and especially the conceptual network of radical
empiricism and pure experience, is that it shows the transition from
medical materialism to neurotheology by neutral causal orientation.
This builds on the author's prior engagement with neurotheology,
including articles on Newberg's framework, and a Persian translation
of Newberg's Principles of Neurotheology.

3. Methodology

This article adopts a conceptual-analytical and critical-comparative
approach. It reconstructs William James’s critique of reductionism in
the study of religion by examining the philosophical presuppositions
underlying medical materialism and then compares them with
contemporary discussions in neurotheology. Rather than treating
religious experience as merely reducible to physiological or
neurological mechanisms, the article evaluates the explanatory limits
of such approaches and clarifies how James’s pragmatic and
pluralistic framework can offer a more adequate account of the
complexity of religious phenomena.
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4. Conclusion

In James’s opinion, immersion in the experimental method leads to
ignoring the benefits and effects of religion as one of the important
parts of human knowledge. Due to his pragmatist thinking, James pays
attention to the effective role of religion on mental health and, due to
this orientation, he considers reducing religious experience to brain
reactions to cause ignoring the positive functions of religiosity.
Contrary to the general belief of researchers that pragmatism is the
most central method of James, the present article attempted to show
the philosophical foundations of this thinker in the concept of pure
experience and radical empiricism. In James’s opinion, the basis of
reduction is in the dualistic distinction of mind and matter because
idealism, by placing consciousness as the principle, and materialism,
by basing its knowledge on the physical, reduces one of these two
elements to the other. To avoid the dualistic discourse, he proposes the
concept of pure experience, according to which partial and scattered
sensory experiences are the cornerstone of our secondary knowledge
of the world. Among the philosophical consequences of the concept of
pure experience is the theory of neutral monism, which considers
primary reality to be neutral with respect to being mental or physical.
According to James, experience has a broad meaning that includes
sensory experience, philosophical intuition, and religious experience.
Although pure or preconceptual experience has concreteness, man
also needs philosophy to give coherence to his findings. In addition to
philosophy as second-order knowledge, religion can be considered a
comprehensive horizon for giving meaning to human life considering
beliefs and rituals. According to James, existential judgment is
another type of dogmatism because it simplifies reality by considering
its general rules. Therefore, attention should also be paid to spiritual
judgment, that is, the moral role of religious experience and the
psychological effects of studying the religious narratives. In the final
part of the article, three principles in neurotheology, namely, the non-
reduction of religion and science to each other, the cooperation of
phenomenology and neuroscience, and the principle of neutral causal
orientation were mentioned. Newberg, as one of the researchers in this
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research program, is somewhat influenced by James’s book The
Varieties of Religious Experience in his emphasis on the concept of
correlation rather than causation to discover the relationship between
the phenomenological components of mystical experience and the
neurological mechanisms of the brain. In other words, the transition
from nineteenth-century medical materialism to neurotheology
requires a transition from an extreme reductionist claim to a moderate
explanatory approach. In this paper, the philosophical foundations of
James’s critique of reductionism are analyzed to show the chain of his
reasoning and explain how he moved from medical materialism to
neurotheology.

Keywords: William James, Andrew Newberg, Radical Empiricism,
Medical Materialism, Reductionism.
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