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Abstract

The question of the nature of the human soul and its relationship with the body is among the most fundamental issues in the history of
philosophy, theology, and cognitive science. In contemporary Western philosophy, physicalism has emerged as a dominant view that
explains mind and consciousness within the framework of physical processes. In the Islamic world, certain currents of Islamic theology
have adopted a corporealist approach to the soul, standing in contrast to the substance dualism prevalent in the Islamic Peripatetic tradition.
Physicalist theology, which emerged in the past century within the context of Christian science-religion dialogue, seeks to reconcile
religious belief with physicalist explanations of the mind. Using a library-based analytical-comparative method through note-taking from
primary and secondary sources in three fields—Western philosophy of mind, physicalist theology, and Islamic study of the soul—this
article examines the possibilities, limitations, and implications of such mediation. The findings indicate that physicalist theology can
function as a “partial bridge” in this intertraditional dialogue; shared issues such as bodily resurrection, personal identity, embodied moral
responsibility, and human unity provide genuine grounds for dialogue, and some of its conceptual tools, such as downward causation and
emergence, may prove useful in rethinking Islamic theories of the soul. Nevertheless, fundamental incompatibilities also exist that make
complete bridge-building impossible; the Qur’anic concept of the spirit as “amr rabbi” (“an affair of my Lord”), belief in consciousness
in the intermediate realm of barzakh, the essential difference between Islamic “subtle corporeality” and modern physicalism, and the
fundamental divergence in the epistemic sources and methodologies of each tradition are among these obstacles. The present study
concludes that the true value of physicalist theology in this dialogue lies not in resolving the issues, but in opening a space in which the
two traditions can engage in more constructive dialogue through a more shared language, epistemic humility, and respect for their
fundamental distinctions.
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Extended Abstract

The question of the human soul, its ontological status, and its relation to the corporeal body has remained one
of the most persistent and contested issues in the history of philosophy, theology, and the contemporary
philosophy of mind. In modern Western thought, this question has largely been reformulated as the mind—body
problem, where the central issue concerns whether consciousness, subjectivity, intentionality, moral agency,
and personal identity can be adequately explained within the physical order. Physicalism, in its broadest sense,
maintains that everything that exists is either physical or dependent upon the physical, and it has become one
of the dominant paradigms in contemporary analytic philosophy of mind (1). However, physicalism itself is
not a single doctrine; it includes various forms ranging from reductive identity theory and functionalism to
non-reductive physicalism and eliminative materialism. Early physicalist theories sought to identify mental
states with brain states, as in the works of Place, Smart, and Armstrong, while later functionalist and non-
reductive models attempted to preserve the reality of mental properties without positing a non-physical
substance (14-16, 18, 19). Despite its explanatory power, physicalism continues to face major philosophical
challenges, particularly the hard problem of consciousness, the knowledge argument, and the problem of
mental causation, all of which raise doubts about whether subjective experience can be exhausted by physical
description (3, 4, 30).

Within the Islamic intellectual tradition, the problem of the soul has developed through a different conceptual
and theological framework. The dominant philosophical tradition, particularly from lbn Sina to Sadr al-
Muta’allihin, generally defended a form of substance dualism or qualified dualism in which the soul is
understood as a reality distinct from the body, although deeply related to it. Ibn Sina’s famous “floating man”
argument sought to establish the self-awareness of the soul independently of bodily sensation, thereby
supporting the claim that the soul possesses an identity not reducible to the body (5). In contrast, Sadr al-
Muta’allihin introduced a more dynamic theory through the doctrine of the soul as “corporeal in origination
and spiritual in subsistence,” thereby attempting to overcome a rigid dualism while still preserving the soul’s
final immateriality (6). This philosophical tradition was later interpreted and expanded by Muslim thinkers
who emphasized the unity of body and soul while resisting reductionist materialism (13, 36). At the same time,
Islamic theology also contains corporealist tendencies, especially in certain Mu‘tazilite and Hanbalite
approaches, where the soul or spirit is sometimes described through notions such as subtle bodies or refined
corporeality rather than as a purely immaterial substance (7). These currents demonstrate that Islamic
anthropology is not reducible to a single dualist model.

Physicalist theology emerged in recent Christian theological discourse as an attempt to reconcile religious
belief with contemporary scientific and philosophical accounts of human nature. Thinkers such as Nancey
Murphy, Warren Brown, and Joel Green argue that belief in God, moral responsibility, spiritual life, and bodily
resurrection do not necessarily require a substance-dualist anthropology (9, 23, 24). Instead, they defend a
non-reductive physicalist understanding of the human person, according to which the human being is wholly
physical yet capable of higher-level spiritual, moral, relational, and religious functions. This approach rejects
eliminative materialism while also rejecting the need for an immaterial soul as a separate metaphysical
substance. A key concept in this framework is downward causation, through which higher levels of
organization, such as consciousness, moral character, religious practices, and communal identity, may exert
real causal influence on lower-level biological and neurological processes (34). Brown and Strawn further
argue that Christian life, worship, moral formation, and spiritual transformation can be understood as embodied
processes that reshape neural, psychological, and communal patterns (33). In this respect, physicalist theology
provides a conceptual model in which religious anthropology can take the body seriously without collapsing
human life into mechanistic materialism.
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The present study employs a library-based analytical-comparative method to examine whether physicalist
theology can function as a bridge between Western physicalism and Islamic corporealism in the study of the
soul. The analysis draws on primary and secondary sources in three interconnected fields: Western philosophy
of mind, physicalist theology, and Islamic theories of the soul. The comparative framework focuses on several
central criteria: the concept of the soul or self, the relation between body and soul, the possibility of bodily
resurrection, the continuity of personal identity, the status of consciousness after death, and the grounds of
moral responsibility. The findings indicate that physicalist theology can serve as a partial bridge because it
shares with certain Islamic corporealist tendencies a critique of sharp substance dualism and a strong emphasis
on the embodied unity of the human person. This convergence is especially visible in discussions of bodily
resurrection, where both Islamic theology and physicalist Christian theology reject the idea that salvation or
eschatological identity can be understood merely as the survival of a disembodied soul (25, 27). Likewise,
Qur’anic anthropology, as interpreted by some modern Muslim thinkers, presents the human being as an
integrated living person rather than as a soul temporarily inhabiting a body (8). These shared concerns create
a genuine field of interreligious and intercultural dialogue.

Nevertheless, the study also shows that the bridge-building capacity of physicalist theology remains
fundamentally limited. Islamic corporealism is not identical with modern physicalism, because its concept of
corporeality often includes subtle, barzakhic, or supra-empirical forms of embodiment that do not correspond
to the physical matter described by modern natural science (7, 27). Moreover, the Qur’anic concept of the spirit
as “amr rabb1” suggests a dimension of human reality that cannot easily be absorbed into a naturalistic ontology
(35). A further challenge concerns the Islamic doctrine of barzakh, according to which personal consciousness
and experience continue in an intermediate state between death and resurrection. This belief stands in tension
with many versions of physicalist theology, especially those that interpret death as a state of unconscious sleep
until bodily resurrection (9). Methodological differences also remain significant: Western physicalist theology
often operates within analytic philosophy, historical-critical biblical interpretation, and a science-religion
discourse shaped by modern Christian theology, whereas Islamic soul-theory remains deeply rooted in
Qur’anic exegesis, kalam, philosophical metaphysics, and juridical-theological reasoning (10-12). Therefore,
physicalist theology may offer useful conceptual tools, but it cannot be directly transferred into an Islamic
framework without substantial reconstruction.

In conclusion, the study argues that physicalist theology should be understood neither as a complete solution
to the tension between Western physicalism and Islamic corporealism nor as a framework capable of replacing
classical Islamic soul-theory. Its real value lies in its capacity to open a shared discursive space in which
theologians, philosophers, and scholars of religion can reconsider the human person beyond simplistic
oppositions between reductive materialism and rigid substance dualism. Physicalist theology can help clarify
shared questions concerning embodiment, resurrection, personal identity, moral agency, and the unity of
human life, but it must be used with epistemological humility and with careful attention to the internal integrity
of Islamic concepts such as nafs, rith, galb, barzakh, and bodily resurrection. The possibility of an Islamic
physicalist theology, if such a project is to be developed, requires more than borrowing concepts from Christian
physicalist theology; it requires a systematic reconstruction from within Islamic sources, in dialogue with
contemporary neuroscience, philosophy of mind, and comparative theology. Thus, physicalist theology
functions best as a partial bridge: not a final synthesis, but a heuristic and dialogical framework that enables
more precise, respectful, and philosophically productive engagement between Western physicalism and
Islamic corporealist approaches to the soul.
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