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Abstract

The incorporeality (or immateriality) of the soul is one of the most fundamental issues in Islamic philosophy,
for which multiple proofs have been advanced. One such proof is the argument based on the stability of
memory. According to its two formulations, memory images cannot be considered material because of their
stability in essence or their representational consistency over several stages of recollection. Adopting an
interdisciplinary approach and an analytical method, this paper re-examines both senses of stability in light
of findings from neuroscience and cognitive psychology. The empirical findings, at both the neurological
and psychological levels, present a dynamic and fluid picture of memory that poses a serious challenge to
both senses of the stability of memory images. However, contrary to the conclusions of previous research,
the paper shows that due to a fundamental methodological difference between philosophy (which relies on
knowledge by presence) and empirical sciences (which rely on external observation), the empirical
explanations offered cannot bring about any change in the philosophical conception of the stability of
memories.

Keywords: Memory dynamics, Incorporeal soul, Perceptual forms, Neuroscience,
Cognitive psychology, Cognitive sciences.

Received: 2026/05/25; Revision: 2026/08/01; Accepted: 2026/08/08; Published online: 2026/08/15

® Izadi, M. & Shafiei, M. (2026). Revisiting the Challenge of Empirical Sciences to Philosophy in Demonstrating the Soul's
Immateriality. Journal of Religious Thought, 26(2), 3-17.

doi https://doi.org/10.22099/rt.2026.56237.3415

[ Copyright © The Author

El

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 | https:/creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


mailto:m.izadi@qom.ac.ir
mailto:m.shafiei@stu.qom.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.22099/jrt.2026.56237.3415
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3987-0495
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-2226-9678
https://doi.org/10.22099/jrt.2026.56237.3415

4 Journal of Religious Thought, Vol. 26, No. 2, Summer 2026, Isuue 99

Introduction and Problem Statement

The immateriality of the soul is one of the most fundamental issues in Islamic philosophy, for which
multiple proofs have been advanced. Muslim philosophers have sought to demonstrate the immateriality
of perceptual forms—and consequently the soul—by relying on characteristics such as the subsistence
and continuity of scientific forms as memories, their indivisibility, and their lack of temporal and spatial
extension. Among these, the argument based on the "stability of memory images" plays a pivotal role
and is presented in two formulations. In the first, the philosopher relies on knowledge by presence (al-
‘ilm al-huduri) to affirm the personal self-identity of the memory image over time, meaning the recalled
image is exactly the same as the original. In the second, the "functional and representational stability"
of images is emphasized—namely, their ability to represent a single content across repeated
recollections. In both cases, the persistence of a stable entity within a changing material substrate is
deemed impossible, and such stability is regarded as evidence for immateriality.

In recent decades, neuroscience and cognitive psychology have painted a dynamic, fluid, and
reconstructive picture of memory. Theories such as reconsolidation, reconstructive memory, and false
memories appear to contradict the traditional view of memory as a static repository. The main research
question is whether these empirical findings regarding the stability (or instability) of memories can
undermine the minor premise of the philosophical argument. Answering this is important for evaluating
a key proof for the immateriality of the soul and for providing a model for interdisciplinary comparison
between empirical sciences and Islamic philosophy in philosophical psychology.

Methodology
This is a theoretical-qualitative study organized with an interdisciplinary approach and utilizing an
analytical-critical method. Data collection was carried out through documentary-library research,
drawing on primary texts of Islamic philosophy and reputable international research in neuroscience and
cognitive psychology.

The data analysis method comprises three layers. First, logical reconstruction: formulating the two
philosophical arguments as clear syllogisms to prevent misunderstanding. Second, intra-disciplinary
analysis: providing an accurate and impartial report of empirical findings based solely on the criteria of
those sciences, without imposing philosophical assumptions. Third, fundamental methodological
judgment: comparing the epistemic validity of knowledge by presence (whose object is the memory
image itself as a mental and qualitative existence) with knowledge derived from external observation in
empirical sciences (whose object is neural and behavioral correlates). In this third layer, by
distinguishing methodological levels and critically examining the dominant physicalist presuppositions
in empirical sciences, the article—rather than directly applying the findings—investigates whether
empirical data can enter the domain of philosophical knowledge by presence.

Discussion
Findings from neuroscience indicate that seemingly consolidated images become unstable upon retrieval
and require reconsolidation for survival. In cognitive psychology, recollection is presented as an active,
reconstructive act in which memories are reconstructed and even distorted based on mental schemas.
These findings appear, at first glance, to conflict with both senses of memory stability.

However, closer examination reveals that these observations cannot refute the philosophical
argument. The main reason is the fundamental methodological difference between the two domains. The
philosopher relies on knowledge by presence and inner intuition—an immediate knowledge admitting
no doubt—to prove the stability of memory images. In contrast, empirical sciences rely on external
observation, quantitative tools, and induction to investigate neural and behavioral correlates. These two
methods have different objects: one considers the memory image itself as a mental and qualitative
existence; the other considers objective brain and behavioral changes.

Therefore, even if empirical sciences provide plausible material explanations for functional stability,
they cannot alter the philosopher's knowledge by presence concerning the stability of the image itself or
its representational constancy. At best, empirical evidence only demonstrates the possibility of an
alternative material interpretation, but against immediate inner intuition it lacks epistemic authority.
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Furthermore, due to their inductive and probabilistic nature, empirical sciences do not produce
philosophical certainty, and their tools are not designed to judge immaterial entities.

Moreover, from a philosophical perspective, forgetting and recollection errors—emphasized by
empirical sciences—do not constitute counterexamples to immateriality. The philosopher can interpret
these phenomena as resulting from disruptions in the material "preparatory causes" (mu‘iddat) of the
recollection process, without conceding any change or annihilation to the immaterial image itself. Thus,
although empirical findings appear challenging, due to their inherent methodological limitations and the
difference in the object of knowledge, they cannot undermine the minor premise of the two philosophical
arguments.

Conclusion

Neuroscience and cognitive psychology cannot refute the philosophical argument for the immateriality
of the soul based on the stability of memory images, because the argument relies on knowledge by
presence—an immediate and certain form of knowledge that possesses epistemic immunity against the
probabilistic and inductive findings of empirical sciences. The fundamental methodological difference
between philosophy and empirical sciences is such that neurological and psychological evidence cannot
cast doubt on the soul's inner intuition concerning the stability of memory images. The influence of
material variables on recollection is interpreted within the framework of "preparatory causes" and
material prerequisites of recollection, and this does not undermine the principle of immateriality and
stability of the images themselves. The present research demonstrates that mere interdisciplinary
inquiry, without attention to methodological and ontological distinctions, leads to hasty conclusions. It
is suggested that in future research, empirical findings should be considered not as the final arbiter, but
rather as an alternative possibility for reconsidering certain empirically inaccessible assumptions.
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