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Abstract

The long-term Naturalism-Supernaturalism debate among philosophers has
been developed with respect to the question of the existence of supernatural
entities. According to philosophical Naturalism, all there is are natural;
while supernaturalists postulate supernatural entities like God, soul, etc. in
their ontological framework. Recently the most heated debates on this issue
are informed by scientific theories and the philosophers of both camps
invoke contemporary scientific achievements in their philosophical
arguments. This paper is concerned with the question: is it possible for
philosophical Naturalism to be challenged by scientific theories? The
importance of this question is due to the dilemma it puts in the foreground
of philosophical naturalists. If the philosophical naturalist answers the
question negatively, she cannot legitimately appeal to scientific theories as
empirical evidence in favor of her position. Because then science by default

* PhD Graduate of Philosophy of Science and Technology, Tarbiat Modares University,

Tehran, Iran. zargar89@gmail.com.
Recived date: 17/12/2022 Accepted date: 19/3/2023


https://doi.org/10.22034/iw.2023.389539.1679
mailto:zargar89@gmail.com

;))' 125 0+

and regardless of its empirical content would confirm Naturalism. On the
other hand, the acceptance of the possibility of challenge would be available
just at the expense of discarding methodological Naturalism.
Methodological Naturalism as a principle that excludes any supernatural
entity or supernaturalistic premise from scientific explanations, guarantees
the compatibility of scientific worldview with Naturalism, and eliminates
the possibility of challenge. Therefore, if the Naturalist wants to benefit
from science in her arguments against supernaturalists in a non-dogmatic
manner, she has to give up methodological Naturalism as a necessary
principle of scientific inquiry.

Keywords: Philosophical Naturalism, Methodological ~Naturalism,
Supernaturalism, Science.

Extended Abstract

Philosophical Naturalism has been defined by philosophers in various ways.
One of the prominent definitions interprets the thesis as opposing
supernaturalism, i.e., all there is are natural entities and there is no entity
like an immaterial soul, God, angels, and so on. As a result, there have been
long-term and wide philosophical debates dedicated to the contest between
Philosophical Naturalism and Supernaturalism. The Naturalist camp usually
appeals to arguments from inconsistency, un-testability, and redundancy of
supernaturalistic postulates and claims. While supernaturalists emphasize
the advantages of supernaturalism in explaining things like the complexity
?nd ﬁ)rder of the universe, morality, consciousness, abstract entities, and so

orth.

In addition to these essentially philosophical arguments, scientific
theories and discoveries stand as another angle to the debates. Both
naturalists and supernaturalists try to apply science in a way that prefers
their own view over the other. This paper discusses the condition under
which, science can reasonably play a role in the contest between naturalism-
supernaturalism. It is claimed that for science to be a legitimate source of
evidence in this debate, it should preserve a degree of impartiality. This is
articulated as the principle of “Challengingness”, according to which for
science to be a legitimate source of evidence and argument in the
Naturalism-Supernaturalism debate, it is required to be in principle both
confirming and challenging for the two sides of the debate. It is claimed that
this principle puts forward an important dilemma for Naturalists. Since if
they accept the principle, then they have to give up Methodological
Naturalism which is violating the principle. And if they reject the principle,
it makes their use of science (which by default confirms Naturalism) for
preferring their view as a dogmatic defense.

Before going to the main body of the argument, it is useful to take a look
at how scientific theories would play a role in philosophical debates. As we
know science concentrates on the empirical phenomena of the world.
Answering philosophical questions is not an aim of science. However, the
most heated recent debates on Naturalism-Supernaturalism are centered
around pieces of evidence that are derived from science; like evolution, fine-
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tuning of the universe, cognitive science discoveries, and so forth. It is worth
noting that the structure of these scientific-philosophical arsuments is not
deductive. They are mostly structured as either Inference to the Best
Explanation or Bayesian Inference Arqument. In the former, scientific facts are
taken as explananda and theoretical virtues of Naturalistic and
Supernaturalistic arguments in explaining them are compared. And in the
latter, scientific evidence enters into a probabilistic equation and
contributes to determining the likelihood of each rival hypothesis. Thereby,
science is able to participate in settling philosophical issues.

But for this participation to be legitimate, it is crucial for science to be an
unbiased empirical judge. If we define the boundaries of science in a way
that it in principle is always in concordance with one side on one hand, and
in inconsistency with the other side on the other hand, appealing to science
for settling this debate is a kind of begging the question and dogmatic
defense. So, we can pose reasonably a principle of “Challengingness” which
requires science to be in principle able to both confirm and challenge both
sides of the Naturalism-Supernaturalism debate.

But how is it possible for this principle to be violated? At least one way
to violate the principle is by defining science in a way that is always- in a
strict sense- bound to natural entities and Naturalistic explanations, which
is known as Methodological Naturalism. According to a common definition,
Methodological Naturalism says that in a scientific inquiry, it is forbidden to
appeal to supernatural entities, supernaturalistic claims, and explanations;
scientific explanation should only include natural entities. Many
philosophers (both Naturalists like Mahner and Forrest and
Supernaturalists like Plantinga) recognize a close relation between
Methodological and Metaphysical Naturalism. If we accept Methodological
Naturalism, then scientific inquiries inevitably represent a pure naturalistic
picture of the world. There is no space for any supernatural entity. So, the
picture fits neatly with a naturalistic worldview as an exemplar of
Philosophical Naturalism. Therefore, scientific theories would never
confirm Supernaturalism over Naturalism. And simultaneously, they never
challenge Philosophical Naturalism since they essentially are not able to
challenge the adequacy of Naturalistic explanation: all permissible
questions and answers are Naturalistic.

Here, the Philosophical Naturalist is faced with a dilemma. Since
Methodological Naturalism is inconsistent with the principle of
“Challengingness”, she should either preserve the principle (as a means to
legitimize her use of science against Supernaturalism) at the expense of
putting aside Methodological Naturalism and embracing more open
boundaries for science; or, she should reject the principle and stay a
Methodological Naturalist at the expense of not using science in her combat
with Supernaturalist. Any way beyond this dilemma makes her defense of
Philosophical Naturalism a dogmatic one.
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