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Abstract

This study deals specifically with one of the most relevant issues in neuro-ethics,
namely the philosophical classification of so-called memory dampening, which
refers to the attenuation of traumatic memories with the help, of .medication. Numer-
ous neuroethical questions emerge from this issue. For exadmple; how is a person’s
identity affected by using such drugs? Does one still remain the same person?
Would propranolol, for example, as a memory-dampgning agent lead to a fundamen-
tal change in one’s identity? Are not a person’s.negative’memories also part of their
identity and present personality? These questions arévexamined from the perspective
of the seventeenth-century Islamic philosopher, Mulla Sadra. The goal is to shed
light on the neuroethical foundations of*memory dampening and personal identity
from an Islamic philosophical perspective.

Keywords Memory - Personal Identity - Trauma - Parfit - Locke - Mulla Sadra -
Neuro-ethics

Introduction: Trauma, Memory Dampening, and Neuro-ethics

This article explores the issue of ‘memory dampening’ in neuro-ethics through an
interdisciplinary and cross-cultural philosophy approach (Faruque, 2021). Our aim
is to initiate a conversation between neuroscience and philosophy, which can be
both practical and fruitful. More generally, this study explores the nature of neuro-
ethics in Islamic philosophy, involving many critical questions regarding trauma,
consciousness, and personal identity. Some of these questions have already been
addressed from the perspective of Christian theology, but the matter has not been
treated as far as Islamic philosophy is concerned (Messer, 2017). One key issue in
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neuro-ethics, i.e., the philosophical status of the so-called memory dampening,’
refers to the attenuation of traumatic memories with the help of drugs. An example
of such a drug is propranolol, which is a beta blocker (Debiec, 2012; Gardmer &
Griffiths, 2014; Schwabe et al., 2012, 2013; Wichert et al., 2013). Propranolol blocks
long-term potentiation (LTP) in the amygdala (Pitman et al., 2002). Propranolol has
been introduced to the wider public through the following The Telegraph report:
‘Scientists Find Drug to Banish Bad Memories’ (Gray, 2007). Propranolol dampens
the link between memory and emotion related to a traumatic event by erasing the
emotional part of a memory while leaving the cognitive part intact. Propranolol is
effective not only when used during or shortly after a traumatic event, but also after
reactivating the memory of a past traumatic event.> Such interventions are called
memory modification technologies (MMTs) (Adamczyk, 2020). Emotional memory
attenuation technologies are emerging technologies that can reduce the negative
impact of emotionally charged memories. Such technologies currently appear par-
ticularly promising in helping people suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) to alleviate their suffering by reducing the extreme emotional arousal asso-
ciated with their traumatic memories.

Post-traumatic stress disorder is a serious mental disorder, and de-emotionali-
zation and attenuation of appropriate memory traces”Can*prevent the later onset of
PTSD. For PTSD prevention, medication-based me¢meory/modification is generally to
be welcomed, but these should only be done'through clinical trials and by licensed
clinics (Guth & Jox, 2014). Memory modification techniques that would cause one
to lose positive memories are not desirable any more than techniques that would
cause one to remember everything with, thevgreatest accuracy (Liao, 2017, p. 375;
Michaelian, 2011). This is because( thegeffect of propranolol in human beings has
resulted in fragmentation of, th¢ undéSirable memory, leading to the difficulty of
accessing the memory, minimal os“absent distress, and a feeling of emotional dis-
tance, as if it were a normal, ,non-traumatic memory, or as if the event had hap-
pened to someone else (Chandler et al., 2013; Menzies, 2009). Further, in addition
to ameliorating the event*and decreased emotional distress, patients reported a sig-
nificant reduction id the quality and quantity of the integrity of their traumatic mem-
ories. Propranolol proved to be an effective, rapid, safe, and inexpensive treatment
for patients suffering from traumatic memories and their associated psychological
distress (Menzies, 2009). It also reduces the integrity of these traumatic memories,
resulting in some degree of amnesia for the traumatic event.

However, a more speculative possible future use of memory attenuation tech-
nology lies in the emotional attenuation of non-traumatic, ordinary narrative

! Although the main issue in this study is ‘memory dampening,’ hence the reader may expect an explo-
ration on the issue of memory from different perspectives, the focus of this study will be personal iden-
tity and selfhood in relation to memory. This is because the ethical issue of ‘memory dampening’ as such
will require an independent investigation.

2 Not only in science, but also in movies, the topic of memory manipulation has become a significant
theme. For example, the 2004 film Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind is a thought experiment about
memories and people, with implications for personal identity. The film suggests that real experiences are
more valuable than the illusory scenario of memory erasure.
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memories, such as the emotional memories of a bad breakup. The ethics of
memory attenuation technology has been and continues to be the subject of much
debate (Kolber, 2006; Kolber, 2011; Wasserman, 2004; Robillard & Illes, 2016).
The issue of propranolol use and memory erasure was under investigation in the
President’s Council on Bioethics (2003). The Council (2003) sounded the alarm
on memory erasure from a human welfare perspective. But the Council was also
criticized by some, claiming that the effects of propranolol were overinflated and
exaggerated, which would prevent people from using propranolol appropriately
(Henry et al., 2007). Levy (2007) mentions the ethical and philosophical prob-
lems posed by propranolol use. For example, there is the ethical question of the
permanence of a person’s personal identity after using such medication: does one
still remain the same person as a result? Would propranolol as a memory-damp-
ening agent lead to a fundamental change in one’s identity? Are not a person’s
bad memories also a significant part of their identity and current personality?
Furthermore, it should be mentioned that propranolol does not erase the content
of the memory but can only dampen the emotions associated/With it. Therefore, to
the saying ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it,” one
should also add that ‘false memories’ could also havé behavioral consequences
for the future (Nash et al., 2016; Santayana, 2011).

Moreover, while it may seem tempting to less€n the 'emotional impact of one’s
memories or erase them altogether in ordep'to alleviate the present suffering, this
seems to provide only a short-term solution,\tiltimately blocking opportunities for
personal growth and leading to greater unhappiness in the long run, as one fails to
make necessary changes in one’s life (Zawadzki, 2021). Instead, this approach only
helps to maintain the problematic current situation. One should also ask if there is a
possibility of self-harm from,using-MMTs. In addition, there is also the possibility
of fraudulent use of various qnemery modification techniques or drugs. For exam-
ple, a criminal may commit,a\crime and administer a drug to their victim, so that
their victim cannot identify or accuse them, because they do not even remember the
crime. Or a sadist/Could administer this kind of memory-enhancing drug to someone
they have tortured so that the person will remember in great detail exactly the ordeal
perpetrated on them by the sadist. Or an unscrupulous government might use drugs
on its population, creating a chaotic situation in the process (Liao, 2017, p. 375).

Moreover, just as with other forms of modern technology, MMTs could lead to
injustices in society, since some would have the privilege to use and buy it, while
others would be excluded from this privilege. In this respect, it may widen the gap
between the rich and the poor. In brief, the ethical dilemmas based on the use of
propranolol can be summarized into three areas: (1) happiness should be pursued in
the context of moral well-being, (2) living with painful memories and learning les-
sons from those painful memories is part of human well-being, (3) given (1) and (2),
memory erasure by propranolol is ethically problematic (The President’s Council on
Bioethics, 2003; Kabasenche, 2007). From a moral perspective, it is possible that
propranolol may threaten to permanently cutoff access to the emotions experienced
at the time of the trauma, leading to a dulling of moral capacity (Hurley, 2007).
Also, it has been noted that propranolol use could impair post-traumatic growth
(PTG) (Warnick, 2007).
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From another angle, it can be argued that historical facts that depend on indi-
vidual memories have universal value to all people, so we have a responsibility to
preserve our memories, even if they are unpleasant (The President’s Council on Bio-
ethics, 2003). Levy (2007) argues that erasing a memory can harm someone who
shares it. If this is the case, then deleting memories is not permissible under the
harm principle. The Science Council (2003) states that we should not be unaware
of potentially immoral uses by others and/or the management of biotechnological
interventions that alter our remembering and forgetting. Because of overmedicaliza-
tion, our memory may fall prey to acquisitive medicine (Henry et al., 2007). In these
cases, informed consent becomes important. For instance, Kolber (2006) argues that
we have both ‘the right to dampen memories’ and ‘the right to enhance memories or
memory performance’ (Kolber, 2006).

Now, from an ethical perspective, the problem of personal identity due to memory
erasure is significant. But discussions of the crisis of personal identity are sometimes
confusing because two aspects of personal identity—the criterion of numerical per-
sonal identity and the sense of a unitary self—are placed on the.same table. These
two aspects of personal identity should be examined separately..Taking propranolol
may compromise the sense of a unified self and the authéntigity of our lives. In this
case, it is important whether memory is altered rapidly“or slowly. Rapid alteration of
memory can disrupt the sense of the unity of the s€lfjswhich is an aspect of personal
identity. But the disturbed or altered personal identity is qualitative, not numerical.
The sense of a unified self or qualitative personal identity is based on the criterion
of numerical personal identity. So, the criterion of numerical personal identity sets
a limit to memory manipulation. If psychological continuity or memory continuity
between time A and time B is lost, thenythe numerical personal identity between A
and B is no longer present (Parfit, 1984).

Taking propranolol does not'eras¢ a memory but dampens a link between a mem-
ory and the emotions attached to it. It affects only the emotional aspect of a memory.
So, it does not threated psychological continuity and numerical personal identity.
In this respect, thén,Jit could be said that the use of propranolol is harmless from
an ethical perspective. However, it should be added that new technologies such as
U0126, ZIP, and the increase of transgenic aCaMKII threaten personal identity,
although they may help PTSD patients in the future (Eisuke, 2009).

This study explores the question of whether such interventions should also be
performed beyond clinical examinations, even for a better life, and whether or not
people’s personal identity is altered in the process. The questions we seek to address
are the following: Will erasing memories strengthen or weaken one’s identity? Is
it permissible to take such medication even for non-traumatic memories, or would
a person’s identity change as a result? And what exactly is personal identity? We
would like to answer these questions from the perspective of Islamic philosophy and
offer solutions on how to get rid of negative memories without changing one’s per-
sonal identity. In other words, we will argue that painful memories are not necessar-
ily bad, rather they can be seen as trials from God, and therefore should be viewed
as something good. But to address these issues from the perspective of Islamic phi-
losophy, it is first necessary to provide an overview of personal identity and how it is
understood in Western philosophy.
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In what follows, we will first provide an overview of the current theories of per-
sonal identity in Western philosophy. After that, we will analyze the issue from the
perspective of the seventeenth-century, Persian philosopher Mulla Sadra (d. 1640),
who synthesized different strands of Islamic philosophy up to his time. We will
examine how he treats the problem of personal identity, and it is against this back-
ground that the question of whether interfering with human memory and erasing
certain memories would affect selfhood will be explored.

Personal Identity in the Western Tradition

Philosophers as well as neuro-ethicists have extensively studied the relationship
between personal identity and neuroethical issues (Baylis, 2015; Brand, 2009; Chan-
dler, 2015; Wilson & Lenart, 2015). In philosophy, the traditional problem of the
self is sometimes presented as the problem of personal identity. For instance, the
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, under the entry ‘selfy sumply says ‘see per-
sonal identity.” Regardless, the problem of personal identity\is the problem of spec-
ifying the criteria and characteristics by which we ddentify someone as the same
person despite changes over time (Searle, 2005, pp: 7=19). In dealing with personal
identity, one often comes across the example’of Phineas Gage, so much so that it is
even said that he ‘survived as [a] different man’ (Tobia, 2016). According to neu-
roscientists, the new Gage was ‘no longenGage” (Damasio et al., 1994; cf. Harlow,
1868). Is the identity of a person reducibleito their physical or mental characteris-
tics? While some philosophers take{the gposition that the identity of a person is not
reducible to certain physical or mentalproperties, others argue that the identity of a
person is linked, for example, to the identity of their body or certain parts of their
body—especially the brainw(Chisholm, 2002; Shoemaker & Swinburne, 1984). A
typical representative of this position is Thomas Nagel, who sums up his view with
the quip, ‘I am my brain(Nagel, 1986, p. 40). Others complicate this picture by
adding how the brain does not exist in a disembodied state; hence, Northoff extends
this statement and says, ‘I am my embodied brain in a certain environment’ (North-
off, 2001, p. 416). So, there is little doubt that the body is significant as one of the
sources of personal identity at the same time as its object. It is the basis of what
Damasino calls the ‘proto-self’ (Damasio, 1999, p. 154). Moreover, the body is the
object of self-experience and self-identification, and in the case of neurological dis-
orders can become the object of misidentification (Stier, 2006, p. 56).

In contrast to those philosophers such as Wiggins (1980) who hold a body-based
criterion for personal identity, other philosophers believe that the identity of a per-
son is rather determined by their psychological characteristics. One proponent of
this view is John Locke, whose views will be briefly introduced later in this study.
Some philosophers, such as Bernard Williams, hold that personal identity lies some-
where middle between physical and psychological criteria; that is, personal identity
is tied to the body but is not necessarily reducible to that body either (Williams,
1970, 1973). According to Williams, the total disregard of the body in personal
identity is depriving that identity of some of its contents.
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Some are of the opinion that with the identity of the physical body, material
identity is meant, because I am the same person as the person who bore my name
decades ago because my present body is spatiotemporally continuous with the body
that existed under my name at that time (Searle, 2005). However, it should be added
that none of my molecules have remained the same, so one wonders how it is that
I am still the same ‘me’ as I was 20 years ago, when all my microparticles have
changed within me? (Searle, 2005, p. 8). So, the identity of the body is not sufficient
to prove personal identity, because one can also imagine oneself in another body, as
in Locke’s prince in the cobbler’s body or Kafka’s story about the transformation, in
which the protagonist Gregor Samsa was suddenly transformed into vermin, but still
remained himself (Searle, 2005, p. 9).

Let’s now turn to John Locke’s views, who wondered whether an intervention
into memory and the erasure of some memories would disturb the identity of the
human being. Locke was one of the first philosophers to deal explicitly with the
question of the identity of a person in the Western tradition. He formulates the prob-
lem of personal identity as follows:

Another occasion the mind often takes of comparingmisithe very being of
things, when considering anything as existing at_any determined time and
place, we compare it with itself existing at another time, and thereon form the
ideas of identity and diversity. When we see ‘anything to be in any place in
any instant of time, we are sure, (be it what/it will) that it is that very thing,
and not another, which at that same time exists in another place, how like and
undistinguishable soever it may be in all other respects: and in this consists
identity, when the ideas it is attributedsto, vary not at all from what they were
that moment, wherein we considér their former existence, and to which we
compare the present (Locke, 1997) p. 296).

Locke was one of the philosophers who also opposed the Cartesian idea that the
soul constitutes the ideftity,of the soul. He holds that personal identity is a matter
of memory-psychoélogical*continuity (Locke, 1997). That is, the same consciousness
of a person, as well as his identical memories of an action, constitutes the iden-
tity of the person. In other words, the sameness of a person consists in having the
same memory-consciousness (Thiel, 1983, p. 55). Whereas for Descartes the soul as
a mental and thinking substance constitutes the identity of the person, Locke consid-
ers consciousness itself, and not substance, as the sole bearer of personal identity
(Hauser, 1994, p. 34). The unity of consciousness—rather than that of substance,
as in Descartes—is for Locke what sustains identity. But modern philosophers such
as Parfit (1995) argue that we do not need such a strong notion of personhood as
Locke does. For Locke, self-consciousness and memory form the basis that allows a
person to extend their identity beyond the present. As he writes, ‘as far as this con-
sciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought, so far reaches
the identity of that person’ (Locke, 1997, p. 302). For Locke, then, the identity of a
person is the ‘sameness of a rational being’ (Locke, 1997, p. 302), which is based
on memories. In this respect, Locke’s criterion of consciousness is often referred
to in the literature as a criterion of memory (Portenhauser, 2020, p. 51). Thus, for
Locke, a memory manipulation would constitute an alteration of a person’s identity.
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Memories, however, as will be shown later, cannot be held as a criterion for per-
sonal identity.? Locke argues that a loss of consciousness leads to a loss of personal
identity because consciousness constitutes personal identity. Overall, for Locke,
both memory and consciousness are involved in the formation of personal identity
(Thiel, 2011, p. 124). Locke claims that personal identity is dependent on conscious-
ness which is inseparable from thinking and thinking itself is identified with the self
(Locke, 1997, p. 296).

Many philosophers claim that memories are part of personal identity because one
retains memories. On the other hand, there are philosophers who deny memories
as a sign of personal identity and think that they merely belong to a person’s past
(Nichols, 2017, p. 178). Locke was criticized by Thomas Reid, who asserts that
memory is not crucial for personal identity (Maslin, 2001, pp. 385ff.).

Objections to the personal identity-forming characteristics of memories are as
follows: the lack of transitivity, the circularity objection, and easy identity (Maslin,
2001, pp. 385ff.). The circularity objection is about the need to distinguish between
true and false memories, because many memories that are thotight to have occurred
did not actually occur. To address this circularity objectionyas«well as other prob-
lems posed by Locke’s identity thesis, a proposed solution ‘is offered by Derek
Parfit, which is called quasi-memory (q-memory). Theé'concept of quasi-memory is
broader than the concept of classic memory. Thatfis‘to_say, one remembers oneself
as another person performing an action (Parfit, 1999, p. 219). Thus, whereas ‘nor-
mal’ memory statements about an event prestippose that the speaker experienced
that event themselves at an earlier time, Statements based on quasi-memories imply
only that someone experienced the earlier event. Quasi-memories are memories of
events that occurred in the past, butyswhich need not necessarily have been expe-
rienced by the (quasi)-remembefing, person himself. Moreover, remembering, even
in the weak variant of g-remembering, can be shown to be an instance of mental
continuity that is essential“fer personal identity (Crone, 2016, p. 108). Modern suc-
cessors to Locke’s approach.see the connectedness and continuity of mental states as
guarantors or sources of pefsonal identity.

With Locke’s theory of personal identity now presented, Parfit’s thesis will be
briefly examined below. The English philosopher Derek Antony Parfit is, without
exaggeration, the leading contemporary analytic personal identity theorist. For him,
personal identity plays no relevance in relation to the subject (Parfit, 1971, 1984). The
irrelevance of identity is Parfit’s core thesis. To prove his point, Parfit refers to the
well-known Fission Case, which involves the paradoxical situation of two transplants
of brain hemispheres that would result in the survival of the same person. Parfit’s
claim is that we should take a reductionist approach to personal identity. The reduc-
tionist approach states that personal identity is not a deep fact, but that ‘the fact of a
person’s identity over time consists only in his having certain more particular facts’
and that ‘these facts can be explained in an impersonal way’ (Parfit, 1984, p. 210).

3 In this context, one should mention different types of memory, such as the episodic or the autobio-
graphical memory. The discussion becomes more nuances with these internal variations of memory.
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Parfit’s argument bears some similarities to Locke’s position, but the conclu-
sion of his identity theory is more reminiscent of David Hume (Portenhauser,
2020). Parfit understands personal identity primarily as numerical identity, i.e., as
sameness, as diachronic identity, as remaining the same over time. For Parfit, the
terms ‘person’ and ‘identity’ have thus moved into the background; the psycho-
logical relation in which two persons find themselves is now in the foreground.
This ‘relation R’ is the decisive factor and it consists in ‘psychological connect-
edness and/or continuity, with the right of cause’ (Parfit, 1984, p. 215). Parfit
wants to show that the search for unique identity criteria is irrelevant for per-
sons. Identity is not necessary for survival. Persons, according to Parfit, cannot be
bodies. Rather, according to Parfit, psychological continuity is essential for per-
sons. That is, present psychological states are said to be causally related to past
or future psychological states. Parfit draws from this argument the conclusion
that a person’s identity should not matter to us, but only psychological continuity
(R), regardless of what causes it. Parfit’s argument can be summarized as follows:
There is no independent entity like that of a soul on which ddentity is based; the
relations that are crucial for the continued existence of a‘person are a matter of
degree. The question of a person’s identity cannot always be determined by yes or
no, and identity is not a prerequisite for psychologi€al, continuity (Stier, 2006, p.
44). According to the psychological criterion, it{s ‘the/continuity and connected-
ness of mental states that guarantee personal identity.

Parfit emphasizes that psychological conneetions are more than memories. Mem-
ories constitute only one kind of psychological connectedness (PV); the formation of
an intention, the execution of a wish, and character traits over time are other kinds.
The personal identity generated by episodic memory is not dependent on strong con-
nectedness. So it is said: ‘Strictly speaking, personal identity is based on the relation
of continuity rather than connectedness. Parfit maintains that connectedness pertains
to “what matters” (in oursself-regarding and other-regarding interests) and is not
equivalent to identity’ (Galon, 2019, p. 62). Put another way, a single memory con-
nection is not sufficient foridentity. According to Annet Dufner, those who propose
a purely psychological continuity theory of numerical personal identity are dualists
by definition. They hold that the human organism as a physical entity has nothing in
common with the psychological person and that the latter has its own personal iden-
tity conditions (Dufner, 2018, p. 75).

Does the persistence of identity, also referred to by Parfit as the psychological
continuity view, remain the same for a person? This particular version of the psycho-
logical continuity view focuses on memories, or more specifically, quasi-memories,
as the basis for psychological continuity between persons at different times, resulting
in a person’s persistence over time (Parfit, 1971). But what does identity mean, any-
way? If we probe the matter, we see that a distinction can be made between personal
identity and narrative identity. Narrative identity is ‘the internalized and evolving
story of the self that a person constructs to make sense and meaning out of his or her
life’ (McAdams, 2011, p. 99). In other words, identity to some degree is a product
of choice. We choose the events that we think are most important in defining who
we are and that give some semblance of unity and meaning to our lives (McAdam:s,
2011, p. 110; MaclIntyre, 1985).
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Locke and Parfit are representatives of the reductionist model of personhood
based on the psychological criteria. Parfit is a radical reductionist, since in his view,
a description of reality is possible without the concept of a person. For him, the only
decisive relation is that of psychological connectedness or continuity, which is under-
stood reductively as a causal relation. Although he offers no theory on the mind—body
problem, a physicalist or functionalist view undoubtedly underlies his arguments.

To take stock of things so far, the various views on personal identity can be
divided into the reductive (in which personal identity is reduced to the material
body) and the non-reductive views (in which personal identity is not reduced to the
material body). The reductive view tries to reduce the personal identity of a per-
son to their memory, material body, and psychological continuity, whereas the non-
reductive view follows a different path. In the non-reductive view (which we did
not elaborate), personal identity is not related to the material body, but to the self
or the ‘I, which is seen as a separate entity.” In the Western tradition, Hume, Locke,
Ayers, Griece, Maccie, Perry, Lewis, and Parfit represent the reductive view, while
Butler, Reid, Chisholm, and Swinburne represent the non-reductive view. Having
briefly explored personal identity in the Western tradition,* and inparticular Locke’s
and Parfit’s views on personal identity, we will now invgstigate the matter from the
perspective of the Islamic philosopher Mulla Sadra.

Selfhood and Personal Identity in Islamic Philosophy

Before explaining Mulla Sadra’s views,on‘personal identity as a step toward his
solution to traumatic memories in thescontext of Muslim mental health, it is neces-
sary to briefly explain his ontology=His views on personal identity and trauma can
only be understood within the ‘context and background of his transcendent philoso-
phy (al-hikma al-muta ‘aliya).

Sadra’s ontology is based on the primacy of being (asalat al-wujiid) in which
existence (wujiid) precedes essence (mahiyya). Mulla Sadra’s doctrine of the pri-
macy of being is‘based on the Sufi-metaphysical doctrine of the unity of being
(wahdat al-wujiad) (Meisami, 2013). For Mulla Sadra, as for those who espouse the
doctrine of the unity of being, God is Absolute and Pure Being, while everything
else borrows their being from God (Chittick, 1989). In other words, being is identity
and difference at the same time. Beings are differentiated because being or wujid
is differentially present in them.’ Central to Mulla Sadra’s ontology, moreover, is a

4 Needless to say, we do not claim to present here a complete survey of ‘personal identity’ in Western
philosophy, for this would be too far afield. Rather, the philosophical consideration of personal identity
against the backdrop of the neuroethical question of memory dampening is intended to provide a better
understanding of the issue. The idea is to shape a dialogue between Western philosophy (in particular
Locke and Parfit) and Islamic philosophy.

5 Thus, the formulation wahdat al-wujiid must not be understood as postulating an identity between
the world and God as in classical pantheism, for God is never to be equated with the world in Islamic
thought. Rather, the phrase wahdat al-wujiid refers to the participation of all beings in the mystery of
God’s being (Rustom 2006).
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particular conception of fawhid that stems from the Qur’an: ‘He is the First and the
Last, the Outward and the Inward’ (Q 57:3).® According to the doctrine of the unity
of being, the world is conceived as the self-disclosure (fajallt) of Absolute Being
(al-wujid al-mutlaq) in various guises (Saduqisuha, 2002). Mulla Sadra explains the
emergence of the world and consequently of its multiplicity as a result of an inner
divine impulse and describes it as an ontological graduation of being itself:

All distinctions and all diversity are but apparent facets of the reality of “Exist-
ence.” Diversity is nothing more than the process of self-gradation of “Exist-
ence” (tashkik al-wujiid), in which “Existence” manifests itself in a number of
ways and gives rise to multiplicity (Kamal, 2012, p. 401).

From a certain point of view, Mulla Sadra’s transcendent philosophy revolves
around the idea of the development of potentiality toward actuality in the material
world.” Everything is in a state of potentiality and is continuously moving toward
the pure, perfect, and actual being (Hajatpour, 2021, p. 924). The telos is that the
names and attributes of God, which exist in a state of potentiality.in various entities,
are translated into actuality. For instance, a perfect human (al«inisan al-kamil) has
already actualized these names and attributes, while othér human beings are still on
the path toward actualization.

In Islamic metaphysics, the world consists of .4 descending arc (gaws al-nuziil)
and an ascending arc (gaws al-su id). The/descending arc symbolizes the world
created by God (top-down), while the ascending arc refers to the movement of all
living beings toward God (bottom-up). In, this sense, everything that exists in the
created world must also exist in the ascending arc, and according to this theory, eve-
rything created then moves toward its/origin, that is, God (Sabzawari, 2004, pp. 69,
529, 529). The endpoint of the deéscending arc is the beginning of the ascending arc.
Regarding the two types of movement that take place in these semicircles, there is
both the movement of creation (rakwin) emanating from God and of the conscious,
worshipful observance (of‘the Shariah, i.e., the movement of legislation (tashr7°),
which is only possible forhuman beings due to their freedom of will (Shirazi, 2008:
I, 522; 111, 279; Sabzawari, 2004, p. 435). In addition to this movement created spe-
cifically for human beings, there is also a non-human mode of worship of God in
nature (‘ibadat al-takwin), i.e., the movement or praise of all living beings in the
entire universe created by God. With the help of the substantial motion (al-haraka
al-jawhariyya), the multiplicity and the change (taghayyur) of the world can be
explained in view of the unity of being. Through the substantial motion, everything
is brought to its completion. The ‘I’ remains identical in spite of the constant pro-
cess of movement or development because only the form of life changes, but not
identity (Hajatpour, 2021, pp. 941ff.). According to Mulla Sadra, the self has one
identity (huwiyya wahida) consisting in several modes of being (nasha’at) (Mulla
Sadra, 1990: VIII, 154). That is to say, the nafs (soul/self) has different functions,

6 All the translations of the Qur’an are from Pickthall (1996) with our modifications.
7 Potency (Lat. potentia) and in actus are central concepts in Aristotelian and Scholastic philosophies.
Potentiality is the possibility of something occurring, while actuality is the realized possibility.

@ Springer



Toward a Neuro-ethics in Islamic Philosophy: Trauma, Memory,...

but nevertheless it remains a unit. In this respect, the human being does not come
from a higher level by a linkage with qualities of the lower level. Rather, it is about
the perfection of the self (istikmal al-nafs), which shows a plurality in unity and a
unity in plurality (Mulla Sadra, 1990: VIII, 221).

As a recent study points out, for Mulla Sadra, selthood is a multidimensional
entity, and the goal is to transform the self toward its perfection. Selfhood is an on-
going and ever-changing manifestation of the divine names and qualities, and the
full actualization of this reality is seen as demanding a disciplined body, mind,
heart, and spirit (Faruque, 2021, p. 233). The idea of the self as a multidimensional
being, which has different modalities, containing both negative (al-nafs al-ammara
or the evil-inciting self) and positive (al-nafs al-mutma’inna) dimensions, stems
from the Qur’an (Faruque, 2021, pp. 233-34). Moreover, like selfhood, conscious-
ness also is a multimodal phenomenon having non-reflective, reflective, and inter-
subjective modes. Unlike materialistic or neurobiological theories of consciousness,
which neglect the multimodal structure of consciousness comprising reflective, non-
reflective, and intersubjective modes, Mulla Sadra affirms what Faruque (2021) calls
‘non-reflective consciousness,” which is more fundamental thansour reflective and
intersubjective consciousnesses. Following Suhrawardi andYAvicenna, Mulla Sadra
calls our attention to such a degree of consciousneSsyby=pointing to phenomena
including dreamless sleep, coma, and intoxicatiofi. The' concept of ‘non-reflective
consciousness’ challenges us to revise our cofiception of personal identity in light of
it. This is because consciousness is a first-petSon phenomenon, and such phenom-
ena are irreducible to the third-person objectivist stance that characterizes various
reductive or functional theories of consciouSness (as in Parfit, for instance). Moreo-
ver, since consciousness is the very €ssence of human subjectivity, there is no way to
step outside consciousness in, onderto"peek into it, as it were. In other words, since
the starting point of philosophy, issreflective judgement, it already presupposes the
subject-object structure as“well as non-reflective consciousness at the most founda-
tional epistemic level. Andgas alluded to earlier, it is non-reflective consciousness
that grounds reflexivity, ‘and not vice versa. The non-reflectivity of consciousness
implies that the moment we try to grasp it through our mind we find an ‘objectified’
image of our consciousness therein rather than consciousness itself (Faruque, 2021).
More importantly, since non-reflective consciousness is the ever-present reality of
the self, escaping duality and reflection, memory-dampening process would only
partially affect one’s identity. This is because our selthood and identity transcend
reflective consciousness, along with memories that appear at this level of awareness.

In Mulla Sadra’s philosophy, the creation of human beings consists in several
stages (maratib). These stages of being are described in the doctrine of substan-
tial motion as follows: that of inanimate matter (martabat al-jamad), that of plants
(martabat al-nabat), that of the animal world (martabat al-hayawan), and that of
the human beings (martabat al-insan). An embryo contains the state of plants in
actuality (fi liyya) and carries the potentiality (quwwa) of the sentience of an animal.
However, it also already contains the other, higher stages potentially. Shortly before
birth, it actualizes the stage of sensation, which is also found in animals, and car-
ries the potential of the human being within itself. With the development toward a
mature human being, the child actualizes the abilities given to her by the thinking
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soul. According to this theory, when the human being reaches the ability of higher
thinking, she further develops the stage of ‘aql bi-I-fi I or the actual intellect. This is
the intellect that has been activated and no longer dwells at the level of potentiality.

There is a graded relationship between the stages of the soul and the powers or
abilities associated with them: each level of the nafs is related to a human power or
ability. The rational soul of the human being is therefore connected with the think-
ing ability or the intellect (Sabzawari, 2004, p. 84). At a lower level is the world
of the imagination. The lowest level of the nafs is the world of sensory perception.
Through substantial movement, the soul can complete different stages of develop-
ment until it reaches the last and highest stage, which is the stage of the intellect
(Sabzawari, 2004, pp. 69ff.). The human being thus does not have a certain concrete
level of identity, like other beings. Furthermore, regarding its inner growth, it has
different forms (suwar) in tune with the various stages of being (Mulla Sadra, 1990:
VIIL, 3). Regarding personal identity, the ‘I’ of the human being does not have a
concrete level and station. Rather, the human self has different levels and dimen-
sions (maqgamat wa-darajat), and it has both antecedent and/Subsequent modes of
being (wa-laha nasha’at sabiqa wa-lahiga), and in each station and world, it takes a
different form. As Mulla Sadra himself quotes the followingypoem of Ibn ‘Arabi (d.
1240):

My heart has become capable of every form:
It is pasture for gazelles and a convent for\Christian monks. (Faruque, 2021, p.
45; quote taken from Nicholson 19114XI, 5.67)

This shows that the self is able to hold every imaginable form and thus has differ-
ent identities in relation to its different‘dimensions. For example, the constant repeti-
tion of an action causes it to become, a'habit and transforms it into the fixed identity
of a person (Mulla Sadra, 19908111297). Thus, a person can constantly change their
identity depending on the“abilities they acquire and the direction of life they pur-
sue. Their identity is then a manifestation of their human potential. Unlike other
living beings who’seem torhave a fixed identity since their creation, a human being’s
selthood is an indeterminate, unfixed potentiality, which has the ability to become
anything (it can become lower than the animals, but also raises itself higher than the
angels). The true identity of a human being is formed through a combination of ‘ilm
(knowledge) and ‘amal (action), and the result of this can be seen in the hereafter
(Mulla Sadra, 1981, p. 205).

Through the different faculties of the imagination and reflection (mutasawwira,
mutafakkira, mutakhayyila), people’s identity formation can be influenced. The role
of the imagination in the epistemological formation of the human soul is one of
the most innovative theories of Mulla Sadra’s philosophy, although its precedence
can be found in Sufi metaphysics (Chittick, 1989). Mulla Sadra affirms al-khayal
al-muttasil (contiguous imagination)®, and the rajarrud (disengagement) of the
al-suwar al-khayalt (forms of the imagination), which was rejected by Ibn Sina, thus

8 As opposed to al-khayal al-munfasil (discontiguous imagination).
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bringing about a fundamental change in the epistemological and anthropological
orientation of Islamic philosophy (cf. Ibn Sina, 2013, pp. 179, 197, 209).

For Mulla Sadra, there are three different ontological levels in the cosmos: the
world of the intellect (al- ‘alam al- ‘aql), the imaginal world (al- ‘alam al-khayal),
and the material world (al- ‘alam al-madda). Similarly, human beings also possess
an al- ‘alam al-khayal or an al-‘alam al-mithal (the imaginal world) within and
through themselves, and one can cite examples of dreaming during sleep, as well as
the bodily resurrection of the body with the imaginal body (badan al-mithalr) after
death in the intermediate realm (barzakh) (Mulla Sadra, 1990: VIII, 341; IX, 339).
As for the term identity or huwiyya, Mulla Sadra often uses the concept of appear-
ance (siira) in relation to it. Here, he distinguishes between two different versions of
siira. The first type of identity is related to al-siira al-naw ‘iyya, which is a common
human identity common to all (Mulla Sadra, 1990: II, 71). The other type of human
identity is the acquisition of characteristics, which is specific to the individual and is
constantly subject to change in the course of their life (Mulla Sadra, 1975: I, 470).
Thus, a person can constantly change their identity dependifig.on the skills they
acquire and the direction of life they pursue. Their identitytis thén a manifestation
of their human potential. When existing qualities are brought'to actuality, it is the
manifestation of an action that takes place at every moment#In this sense, a person’s
identity formation is basically in a state of flow infwhich it cannot stop itself. There
is a transformation into something at everynoment, Human beings cannot change
this flow, but they can influence the direction of change. Thus, one cannot sepa-
rate the identity of a person from the persen herself. To give an example, one could
say that it corresponds to the relationship between the carpet and the pattern on the
carpet.

The fact that for Mulla Sadfa_thé“imagination is something conjoined means
that in the relationship between human beings and their imagination, the following
notion is valid: their existence is equal to their creation. If the self desires some-
thing, the imagination @lready arises, so there is no indirect connection. It is like
the relationship bétween himan beings and their shadow. The soul has a conjoined
(ittisal) relationship. with its imaginations (Mulla Sadra, 1987: V, 426). Our imagi-
nations do not have an existence separate from ourselves. They are not identical to
us, but they are not completely separate from us either.

For Mulla Sadra, ‘ilm or knowledge forms a unity with the self. In his episte-
mology, there is a unity of the self between the imagining self (mutakhayyil) and
that which is imagined (mutakhayyal) (Mulla Sadra, 1990: I, 258-261). During the
formation of this unity, an identity of the soul arises since it has formed a unity with
the imagination. Both the physical body of the human being and the soul (nafs) are
subject to change. In the bodily change or alteration, there is no conjunction (iftisal).
Which is to say that with a new form, the older form and structure pass away. But
in the movement of the nafs, that is, the human soul, there is a conjunction between
different modes of perception, such as hiss, khayal, and ‘aql. At each encounter of
the soul with one of these perceptual modes described above, the previous form of
the soul is also present. That is, the new movement is added to the new form. How-
ever, this does not mean a plurality of perception (Mulla Sadra, 1998, pp. 127-28;
cf. Jahangiri, 2022).
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The timelessness of the imagination also plays an important role in the main-
taining and persistence of human identity, and it has the ability to jump from one
point in time to another. It is our imagination that forms the basis of our identity
and sense of self. Through the imagination, we can gain awareness of our percep-
tions, and it is the imagination that connects our memory, recollections, and men-
tal states to the external world. That imagination and identity have a direct connec-
tion with each other means that identity is dependent on the imagination. However,
it should also be mentioned that the imagination is also dependent on identity. For
example, Mulla Sadra says that a person can only recognize a thing with the help
of their own identity (Mulla Sadra, 1990: II, 380). That is, everyone sees the out-
side world only in accordance with the limitations of their own identity. He further
says that whatever one imagines is exactly identical with oneself. Thus, according
to Mulla Sadra, identity is changeable in the course of life and does not remain the
same. So, human beings have the task of creating their own indeterminate identity
in this world. Memory is a faculty that enables us to fix and store the data taken in
by the senses and to use them when needed. According te hiS theory, all physical
entities are in constant motion (Mulla Sadra, 1998: I, 5549.

It is crucial to highlight that in Mulla Sadra’s framework, forgetfulness or Alz-
heimer’s disease is denoted by nisyan or sometimeSwas=dhuhiil. Here, nisyan is
interpreted as a lasting form of forgetfulness, while ,dhuhil pertains to a tempo-
rary lapse in memory.

The term nisyan is the act of forgetting a‘fact that was previously remembered
(Dihkhuda, 1373/2007: 13, 19864). Whereas dhuhitil, means carelessness or inat-
tention (Dihkhuda, 1373/2007, vol. 7: 1025)). Indeed, dhuhil can be interpreted as
a form of temporary forgetfulness.(In"Mulla Sadra’s perspective, the term nisyan
is employed to denote permanent.forgetfulness, while dhuhiil is used to describe
short-term forgetfulness (MullaySadta, 1990: VII, 274{t.). Nisyan also has an aspect
which arises from a change.in, the self, wherein the individual is no longer able to
connect with the active(intellect (al- ‘agl al-fa “‘al). The distinction between nisyan
and dhuhil lies in'the fact-that in dhuhil, the self retains the ability over imaginary
images without thefecessity of acquiring a new sensation. In contrast, with nisyan,
a new sensation is required (Mulla Sadra, 1990, I: 303). In the case of dhuhiil, the
imagination or visualization of images occur, whereas with nisyan, this does not
take place because nisyan is brought about through a shift or change in the forces
of perception (Mulla Sadra, 1990, VIII: 214). For memory and recollection, it is
necessary to be able to visualize an image. In both cases, however, whether it is the
imagination or sense perception, the goal is the attainment of forms. In dhuhil, the
search for image involves one of these aspects, whereas in nisyan, images arise in
both the common sense (al-hiss al-mushtarak) and the faculty of imagination (al-
quwwa al-khayaliyya) (Mulla Sadra, 1990: VII, 275).

Unlike Locke, Mulla Sadra advances a non-reductive view of personal identity.
Based on his philosophical ontology and his doctrine of the soul, he sketches an idea
of personal identity which is built on the basis of human essence. Personal identity
emerges through the elements of habits, imaginations, and actions. The strength of
the alignment of these elements with intellectuality ( ‘aglaniyya) results in each per-
son having a different personal identity. While there is no fixed and static personal
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identity of human beings, the personal identity is a constant reality which has a plu-
ral truth within its unity (wahda).

From Mulla Sadra’s point of view, the personal identity of human beings cannot
be comprehended by concept (mafhiim) and cannot be described, but each individ-
ual living being has their own specific personal identity according to its individual
stage of development. With his differentiated and innovative theory about the human
body and the relationship of body and soul comes the problem of the interaction of
body and soul, which poses a problem to many philosophers. While the body plays a
major role in his theory of personal identity, the problem of the discontinuity of the
personal identity or consciousness is not present in Mulla Sadra’s writings.

Our initial question was whether taking memory-dampening drugs in order to for-
get trauma or bad memories would change the personal identity from the viewpoint
of Mulla Sadra. Having explained his perspective that there is no fixed personal
identity, the response to this question would be: no, it would not change the person’s
identity. However, in what follows, we try to show how Mulla Sadra would suggest
we cope with trauma without the need for drugs under normal€ircumstances.

Trauma from an Ethical Perspective

Trauma and negative happenings in humansbeing’s,life can lead to an emergence
of spiritual growth (Lala, 2023). As the Qur’an says, God does not require any soul
more than what it can bear (Q 2:286). Due to the finiteness and hastiness of human
beings, they do not always know what is good and what is evil for them (Q 17:11).
From the perspective of Islamic philesephy, everything that occurs in life is good
from a universal, cosmic perspeetive, Since existence itself is good (khayr).
According to the Qur’anan, evil occurrence can also be regarded as a test (Q
21:35). Every evil is a trial, and the human spirit cannot achieve its level of per-
fection without such trials,(Q 67:2). The Qur’an gives the example of the story
of the Prophet Job in whiCh he faces traumatic experiences. The general idea is
that when the selfidbecomes complete and strong and reduces its dependency on
the body, then the person will return to their origin and find abiding peace and
happiness (Mulla Sadra, 1990: VIII, 123-24). So, such trials are not negative
at all; rather, they are full of blessings in disguise. There are sometimes events
in the lives of human beings which we interpret as negative, but which are in
fact good for us (Q 2:216). Sometimes trials also have a training or educational
aspect (Q 7:130). There are numerous verses in the Qur’an which talk about the
dunya or the earthly life with its ‘abode of trials and suffering’ and an ‘abode
of false pleasure.” For instance, Q 1:155 presents a view of life in which trials,
disappointments, and suffering are very much the reality of the earthly life: ‘And
surely We shall try you with something of fear and hunger, and loss of wealth
and lives and crops; but give glad tidings to the steadfast, who say, when a mis-
fortune strikes them: Lo! we are God’s and Lo! unto Him we are returning. Such
are they on whom are blessings from their Lord, and mercy. Such are the rightly
guided’ (Q 1:155). Similarly, the dunya is presented as a place where people run
after vain glory and false pleasure: ‘Know that the life of this world is mere play,
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and idle talk, and spectacle, and boasting to one another, and rivalry in respect
of wealth and children... And in the hereafter, there is grievous punishment, but
also forgiveness from God and His good pleasure, whereas the earthly life is but
a playful illusion’ (Q 57:20). One indirect indication of this is the comparatively
higher rates of depression, suicide, and other DSM-5 mental disorders in rich
and affluent countries. That is to say, materialism cannot be our answer to peace
and happiness. In fact, it leads to both self-alienation and alienation from nature
(Rosa, 2019; Ruscio et al., 2017). One may thus grant that evil and suffering in
a religious universe can be a source of great spiritual reckoning and spiritual
development.

Mulla Sadra combines his metaphysical approach with a practical orienta-
tion. He states that since God is the necessary being, He is the absolute good.
To answer the question of evil in this world, Mulla Sadra claims that if the world
were absolute good, then it would not be physical. Fire, for example, has the prop-
erty and characteristic to burn, and as such, could not exist without having the
property of burning—which can be good or bad (Mulla Sadra, 1990: VII, 78). For
Mulla Sadra, the absolute or essential evil (sharr bi-I-dhat) 1s-seen as non-being
(‘adam) (Mulla Sadra, 1990: VII, 63). According to Mulla,Sadra, the mahiyya or
the essence of evil and the answer to the question ‘What'kind of thing is it?’ is the
non-being of evil. In Mulla Sadra’s view, the side“efmahiyya that springs from
the composite being is the source of evil in‘the world. Since evil also has no real
being, it is ‘adam, which indicates the absence of khayr (Mulla Sadra, 1990: II,
359). This does not mean that it does not exist, but rather that evil is the absence
of pure being, and thus a deficiency. In,other words, it has wagqi iyya (reality), but
no haqiga (truth). Ultimately our being; as we are born, is good, according to our
pristine, unadulterated nature (fifra).

Regarding trauma in general, asbrief exploration of the emotional aspect and
Sadra’s theory of pain (‘alam) and pleasure (ladhdha) can shed light on his con-
cepts of human self-growth. Pleasure (ladhdha) in a general sense is the harmoni-
ous perception (idrak al-mula’im) of any faculty, while pleasure in a specific sense
refers to the attainfnent of wisdom in observing the work of divine providence.
Happiness, according to Mulla Sadra, is the perfection of intellectual perception,
and this constitutes authentic pleasure. In Mulla Sadra’s perspective, pleasure is
the recognition of perfection, and happiness is the recognition of a higher perfec-
tion, signifying that everything achieves blessedness upon reaching its perfection.
The foundation for defining joy and pleasure lies in each soul’s constitutive power
of understanding according to its own level (Mulla Sadra, 1990: 1V, 119). Follow-
ing his theory of the unity of the intellect and the intelligible, Mulla Sadra sug-
gests the potential unity of pleasure with the subject undergoing the experience
of that pleasure. When the soul is unified with the intellect, then pleasure itself
becomes the intellect (Mulla Sadra, 1998: 115), representing the highest form of
pleasure. Thus, it can be asserted that as the soul undergoes substantial movement,
the experience of pleasure and the perception of pain (alam) also evolve, taking on
a more noetic character.

Now as regards the relationship between Mulla Sadra’s theory of the pro-
gress of the self and its substantial motion until it reaches perfection, and its
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connection to the problem of evil, negative events, and trauma, one can say that
only God is absolute power and absolute goodness. Evil (sharr) is in everything
other than God, which one should avoid to the extent possible, while goodness
or khayr is in every mode of perfection, which one should seek. There is noth-
ing in the world (besides God) which is not mixed with evil because everything
is seeking its perfection according to its substantial motion, and as long as it
has not yet achieved union with its archetypal reality in the spiritual world, it
has aspects of non-being, and hence may not be fully good (Mulla Sadra, 1990:
VII, 58). Poverty of the soul or imperfection is seen as sharr, whereas khayr is
something that one has a passion for and is eager to achieve (Mulla Sadra, 1990:
IX, 241).

In Mulla Sadra’s ontology, being (wujid) is the fountainhead of khayr, and
because God is the necessary being (wajib al-wujid), only khayr can arise from
Him. Thus, sharr comes not from God or being, but from mahiyya, which is a
deficient state of being. Mulla Sadra’s theory of substantial motion suggests that
our creation is laden with the blessings of being (wujid) by God. Every human
being has their own path to follow, and if human beings ¢an fulfil their duty and
move forward according to substantial motion, then the bleéssings from heaven
and earth will become available to them.

Concluding Reflections

To conclude, Islamic philosophers(likegMulla Sadra do not ground the identity of
the self in memory-consciousnéssslike Locke or Parfit. For Mulla Sadra, identity
is intertwined with levels of selfhood and consciousness, one of which is called
‘non-reflective consciousness’ (Faruque, 2021). This non-reflective conscious-
ness is the ever-present reality of the self, escaping duality, reflection, and such.
So, memory dampening*with drugs would only partially change one’s identity.
Moreover, from the perspective of Mulla Sadra, trauma can be regarded as an
opportunity for spiritual growth and as an expansion of one’s existence (wujiid).
This view of Mulla Sadra is the opposite of the materialist view, in which the
self is reduced to the brain and the brain influences the self. In the reductionist
and materialist concept of the human being, it is natural to think of psychophar-
maceutical drugs as agents of happiness, pleasure, joy, and relief from suffering.
But from Mulla Sadra’s standpoint, such drugs are not necessary, though their
usage is not rejected when really needed. This last point is worth emphasizing
since there might be circumstantial reasons which might necessitate the use of
memory-dampening drugs. That is to say, Mulla Sadra’s perspective leaves the
door open to various possibilities while prioritizing self-development and spir-
itual growth.
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