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Abstract

The question of human nature and the debate between corporealism and immaterialism constitutes one of
the most expansive discussions in the history of Islamic thought. Employing the methods of “historical
discourse analysis” and “conceptual genealogy,” and drawing upon the theoretical framework of “paradigm
shift,” this study examines the evolution of theological psychology across three historical periods. The
findings reveal that in the first period, under the dominance of a text-centered paradigm and the autonomy
of kalam, monist and materialist dualist theories (corporealism) formed the hard core of theologians’ beliefs.
In the second period (7th—11th centuries AH), epistemological anomalies arising from external factors—
namely, encounter with Greek philosophy—and the interpenetration of theology and philosophy, while
shifting the locus of discussion from “moral obligation” to “resurrection,” paved the way for the gradual
infiltration of arguments for immateriality. Finally, in the third period, under the hegemony of transcendent
theosophy (hikmat al-muta‘aliya), the immateriality of the soul became an “assumed principle” and the
dominant paradigm in later kalam. This article concludes that the transition from corporealism to
immaterialism was less the product of mere textual investigation than the outcome of a fundamental shift
in the “epistemic order,” the influence of historical-civilizational contexts, and the transfer of authority
from the literal text to the demonstrative rational system.
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Introduction and Problem Statement
Few questions in the history of Islamic thought have generated as much sustained debate as the nature
of the human being and the dispute between corporealist and immaterialist accounts of it. Muslim
thinkers have largely worked within the broad opposition between monism and dualism. What makes
the question historically significant is how it changed over time: many of the earliest accounts of the
soul were gradually pushed to the margins, and the soul’s immateriality became the dominant reading
in later Islamic theology.

The central question of this study is what made that dominance possible. Was it simply the result of
stronger philosophical arguments, or of something deeper: a shift in the epistemic authority governing
theology, and its migration from corporealist frameworks to the analytical apparatus of philosophical
reason?

Rather than assessing the arguments for immateriality or cataloguing historical positions, the study
examines the structural logic of the shift by tracing three connected developments: the changing agenda
of theological problems, the relocation of epistemic authority, and the evolution of underlying
ontological commitments. So viewed, the immateriality of the soul appears not as a self-evident
conclusion but as the outcome of a historical and epistemic process.

Methodology
The approach is historical-analytical, drawing on historical discourse analysis and conceptual
genealogy. It employs concepts from the philosophy of science as heuristic tools, chiefly Kuhn’s
paradigm and anomaly and Lakatos’s research programme and hard core. The aim is not to map the
model of change in the empirical sciences wholesale onto theology, but to exploit the explanatory
purchase these concepts offer. Data were gathered from primary theological and philosophical sources
and processed through qualitative content analysis.

Discussion
Theological psychology developed across three periods.

First, from the beginnings to the seventh century AH. Under a text-centred paradigm and the
independence of theology from philosophy, monist and materially dualist theories formed the hard core
of theologians’ convictions. Divine transcendence and the rejection of anthropomorphism were pivotal:
immateriality was treated as exclusive to the divine essence, and admitting any non-divine immaterial
being was thought to liken creature to Creator. The indivisible atom, the subtle body, and the original
parts functioned as a protective belt around this core. Immaterialism remained a minority view, and even
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi wavered between the two positions.

Second, from the seventh to the eleventh century AH. Khwaja Nasir al-Din al-Tusi and the structural
fusion of theology and philosophy marked the turning point. Avicennan arguments generated anomalies
within the corporealist paradigm: how a material being could grasp universals; the unity of personal
identity despite the continual replacement of bodily parts; the need for the soul’s survival to underwrite
bodily resurrection. Relocating the discussion from moral and legal obligation to the afterlife prepared
the ground for immaterialist arguments. The vacillation visible in al-'Allama al-Hilli, al-Iji, and al-
Jurjani reflects thinkers standing at the boundary between two frameworks.

Third, from Mulla Sadra to the present. With Transcendent Wisdom and the doctrine that the soul is
corporeal in origination and spiritual in subsistence, immateriality became a founding postulate and the
governing paradigm, mending the long-standing rift between corporeality and immateriality. Currents
such as 'Allama al-Majlisi and the Tafkik school pushed back, while later Sunni theology more often
suspended judgement or withheld firm assent.

Three factors drove the shift.

Ontological: a theological ontology dividing beings into corporeal substance and accident left little
room for an independent immaterial being. Peripatetic philosophy, separating corporeality from the
capacity for cognition, and then Transcendent Wisdom, with the gradation of being and the simple
reality, opened this impasse.
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Methodological: in the early centuries “soul” and “spirit” were read largely in line with ordinary and
lexical usage. From the seventh century, as Aristotelian logic and demonstration took hold, epistemic
authority shifted from the apparent sense of the text to demonstrative reason — a hermeneutic turn in
which rational demonstrations served as contextual indicators for recovering the Lawgiver’s serious
intent.

Historical and civilisational: the translation movement, the expansion of teaching institutions and
endowments, political patronage of the rational sciences, and the migration of Shi’i scholars to Iran
under the Safavids supplied the conditions under which the immaterialist paradigm was consolidated.

Conclusion

The shift from corporealism to immaterialism owed less to close textual investigation or the sheer
strength of philosophical arguments than to a change in the prevailing horizon of knowledge, historical
and civilisational conditions, and the transfer of epistemic authority from the apparent sense of the text
and lexical usage to demonstrative reason. In the earlier centuries, corporealism in both its monist and
materially dualist forms framed the reality of the soul, with divine transcendence as the hard core. From
the seventh century, philosophical arguments and a change of method exposed anomalies, and as the
centre of gravity moved to the afterlife, immateriality emerged as a powerful alternative. With
Transcendent Wisdom and Safavid institutional support, it passed from a marginal view to the hard core
of later theology, the doctrine of corporeal origination and spiritual subsistence marking the culmination
of that process. Used judiciously, and with attention to the differences between the empirical and the
Islamic sciences, concepts from the philosophy of science can supply a workable framework for
understanding epistemic change in Islamic thought: theology has reconstructed its most basic concepts
through continuous dialectical exchange with philosophy.
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