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Central claim
The difficulty of explaining consciousness does not by itself justify high confidence in a non-material, separable soul.
Compared with the broad family of brain-dependent views—including nonreductive and emergent accounts—the
systematic dependence of memory, personality, agency, attention, and self-integration on brain organization puts pressure
on robust soul independence; making every embodied manifestation brain-mediated restores compatibility but not
confirmation. This does not disprove every soul hypothesis: it identifies the further, soul-specific evidence needed to prefer
separability over brain-dependent rivals.

Preview:

Starting point Needed bridge Comparative pressure Calibrated result
Consciousness and the first-person self ~ Evidence must favor a separable Mental capacities vary systematically Robust independence loses support;
remain philosophically difficult. subject over brain-dependent with brain organization; total brain mediated separability remains possible

nonreductive and emergent rivals. mediation can absorb that pattern only ~ but needs soul-specific evidence.

by matching the rival’s prediction.

The argument is comparative, not a claim that reductive physicalism has solved consciousness or that every soul hypothesis has been disproved.

Visual preview:

The luminous profile marks the unresolved significance of consciousness; the central brain and linked capacities mark neural dependence; the
brain-connected translucent figure marks a mediated soul that remains logically possible; and the gold token halted before the final gap marks
the missing soul-specific evidence. The image depicts an evidential burden, not a disproof.
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Abstract

Arguments from consciousness to a spiritual soul often compress several different inferences: from an
explanatory gap to anti-reduction, from anti-reduction to an irreducible subject, and from that subject to
a non-material entity capable of existing apart from the brain. This paper argues that the compression
is not warranted. A comparative assessment of neural dependence, embodied self-modeling, divided and
integrated cognition, and cardiac-arrest reports favors the broad family of brain-dependent views over a robustly
independent-soul hypothesis. The result does not vindicate simple reductive physicalism. Nonreductive
physicalism, emergentism, constitutional accounts of persons, and other brain-dependent alternatives can
acknowledge the philosophical importance of consciousness while expecting mental capacities to vary with
neural organization. A soul defender may add that every observable capacity is mediated by the brain; that
move restores compatibility with neural dependence but makes the observed pattern no more confirming of
the soul than of its brain-dependent rivals. Reports during resuscitation remain important data, yet current
prospective studies do not establish reliable cognition independently of recoverable neural activity. The
bounded conclusion is therefore comparative: present evidence puts pressure on robust separability and leaves
a fully mediated soul logically open, but high confidence requires evidence more expected on separability than
on plausible brain-dependent accounts. Readers should ask not merely whether consciousness is mysterious,
but what observation distinguishes a separable soul from rivals that take mind seriously.

Keywords: philosophy of mind; soul; substance dualism; neural dependence; self-model; personal identity;
consciousness; near-death experience; Bayesian confirmation

1. The Inference Under Pressure

Consciousness is not philosophically trivial. First-person experience, rational agency, and the apparent unity of
the self are real features of human life, and familiar accounts of physical reduction face serious questions about
how subjective experience fits into an objective world (Chalmers, 1996). The mistake examined here is not taking
those questions seriously. It is treating their existence as if they already selected one metaphysical answer: a
non-material, separable spiritual soul.

The intended reader is anyone who finds the following thought attractive: because consciousness is not
adequately captured by a simple story about neural machinery, a spiritual soul is probably the best explanation.
That thought moves too quickly. A spiritual soul, as assessed here, is a non-material subject of experience
that grounds personal identity and agency and is capable in principle of existing apart from the brain. This is
stronger than saying that consciousness is irreducible, that persons have a first-person perspective, or that mental
explanation cannot be replaced by a list of neural events.

The relevant comparator is therefore broader than reductive physicalism. Brain-dependent views include
theories on which mentality is constituted by an organism, emerges from organized neural activity, or remains
irreducible while still depending on the living brain. Baker’s constitution view, Olson’s animalism, and Hasker’s
emergent account disagree sharply about what persons are, but they illustrate why rejection of a crude reduction
is not yet evidence for separability (Baker, 2000; Hasker, 1999; Olson, 1997). Hasker’s view is especially
instructive: it resists standard physicalism while tying the emergent self to the brain from which it arises. The
alternatives are not “reductive mechanism or detachable soul.”

The governing thesis is simple. Evidence warrants confidence in a separable soul only to the extent that it
favors that hypothesis over plausible brain-dependent rivals. The philosophical difficulty of consciousness may
count against some reductions without doing that comparative work. The detailed pattern of neural dependence
does comparative work, but much of it points away from robust independence. A universal brain-mediation
auxiliary can protect separability from contradiction, yet it cannot convert a pattern equally expected on both
sides into confirmation.



From Mind to Soul — 40 3

2. The Specificity Burden

An argument can fail by reaching the wrong level of specificity. Evidence that supports a broad claim is often
credited to a narrower claim that contains it. Table 1 separates the steps frequently treated as one.

Table 1: The inference ladder from mental difficulty to a separable soul

Claim level What would support it What it does not yet establish
Explanatory A serious gap in explaining subjective That the gap is ontological rather than
difficulty experience, reason, or selthood. temporary, conceptual, or model-relative.
Anti-reduction An argument that mental facts cannot be A personal substance, much less one

fully identified with lower-level physical capable of separation.
facts.
Irreducible subject Reasons to treat the subject as more than a Non-materiality, persistence without a brain,
convenient description of processes. or survival after death.
Separable soul Evidence that a subject can retain cognition = Immortality, a religious anthropology, or
or identity independently of the brain. any further doctrine without additional
argument.

The Specificity Burden follows: the more specific the conclusion, the more discriminating the evidence must
be. Chalmers’s argument for the irreducibility of phenomenal consciousness is not thereby an argument for a
separable personal substance (Chalmers, 1996). Metzinger’s denial that the phenomenal self is a substance is not
thereby a proof that every form of subjecthood is unreal (Metzinger, 2003). Zimmerman, by contrast, argues that
some routes to property dualism create pressure toward substance dualism (Zimmerman, 2010). These positions
mark a genuine dispute. Their disagreement is precisely why the conclusion cannot be assigned by treating
“physicalism is incomplete” and “a separable soul exists” as equivalents.

The burden is comparative, not hostile by definition. A soul hypothesis can meet it with evidence or argument
that its rivals handle less well. But the evidence must reach the claim actually made. The sense of inward unity,
an explanatory gap, or a moral intuition about agency may motivate inquiry. None is automatically a bridge to an
independently functioning spiritual subject.

3. Neural Dependence as Comparative Evidence

The central empirical pressure is not the bare fact that brains and minds correlate. Any interactionist can expect
some correlation. The pressure comes from the breadth, specificity, and manipulability of the dependence:
alterations in neural organization and bodily regulation predictably affect memory, emotion, decision, attention,
language, personality, agency, and conscious access. Churchland’s neurophilosophical program and Damasio’s
clinical work made this evidential constraint difficult for philosophy of mind to ignore (Churchland, 1986;
Damasio, 1994).

The evidential question is: under which hypothesis is this detailed pattern more expected? A brain-dependent
family expects mental powers to vary with the organization that constitutes or realizes them. A robustly indepen-
dent soul—one whose central cognitive and personal capacities are not wholly dependent on the brain—has less
reason to predict such pervasive tracking. The comparison need not assume that the brain is the sole source of
mentality. It requires only a likelihood judgment: the pattern is less surprising on broad brain dependence than
on robust independence.

Table 2 states the cumulative case while limiting what each strand can establish.

The strands converge because they share one expectation: if human mental life is brain-dependent, changes
in the relevant organization should produce structured changes in mentality. That is what the clinical and
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Table 2: Neural-dependence evidence ledger

Evidence strand

Observed or modeled
dependence

Comparative contribution

What it does not prove

Memory and
personality

Agency and emotion

Conscious access

Unity and division

Injury, degeneration, stimulation,
and altered physiology can
change recall, affect, preference,
and social judgment.

Decision and practical reasoning
depend on affective salience,
bodily regulation, and integrated
neural processing.

Wakefulness, anesthesia,
attention, and disorders of
consciousness vary with
measurable neural conditions.
Hemispheric disconnection and
other disruptions can divide
information access while leaving
disputed forms of behavioral

More expected when these
capacities depend constitutively
on organized neural systems than
when they are independently
exercised by a stable subject.
Presses against a picture of a
detached rational agent merely
consulting the body as an
external instrument.

Makes a functioning neural
network a strong public predictor
of reportable conscious access.

Treats unity as something neural
organization helps produce and
maintain, not an untouched
datum of simple substance.

That no non-material subject
exists or that every change is
fully explained.

That reasons reduce to causes or
that moral responsibility is
illusory.

That subjective experience is
conceptually reducible to its
neural correlates.

That split-brain cases
straightforwardly create two
persons or settle the metaphysics
of consciousness.

unity.

experimental record broadly shows. No single lesion, anesthetic, or split-brain case proves the conclusion.
Together, however, they raise the cost of treating mental powers as evidence for an independently functioning
soul.

4. Unity, Self-Modeling, and Personal Identity

The felt unity of consciousness is often the most compelling experiential reason for a soul. We experience one
field of awareness and ordinarily remember, deliberate, and act as one person. Yet the evidence does not present
unity as an all-or-nothing feature untouched by neural organization.

Classic split-brain research revealed marked hemispheric specialization and limits on interhemispheric access,
while also showing the interpretive work by which behavior is integrated into a coherent account (Gazzaniga,
2005). The metaphysical lesson must be cautious. More recent review emphasizes both empirical common
ground and continuing disagreement over whether consciousness itself divides in commissurotomy patients (de
Haan et al., 2020). Split-brain evidence therefore does not demonstrate that a person is merely a federation of
modules. It does show that access, report, control, and integration depend on neural pathways in ways a theory
of selfhood must explain.

Self-model accounts make that dependence intelligible without dismissing first-person experience. Metzinger
treats the phenomenal self as the content of a transparent model rather than a separately encountered substance
(Metzinger, 2003). Seth’s interoceptive account connects emotion, body ownership, and conscious selfhood to
predictive models of bodily signals (Seth, 2013). These theories may be incomplete. Their importance here is
comparative: they offer a route from organized embodied processing to experienced unity, so the immediacy of
being a self does not uniquely identify a separable soul.

Personal identity adds another distinction. Olson argues that we persist as human animals without requiring
psychological continuity as the criterion of identity (Olson, 1997). Baker argues that persons are constituted by,
but not identical to, their bodies and are distinguished by a first-person perspective (Baker, 2000). Neither account
is simple reductionism, and neither requires a detachable substance. A soul argument must therefore do more
than show that persons are not adequately described as collections of particles. It must show why separability is
better supported than these embodied alternatives.
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5. The Brain-Mediation Rescue

The strongest response to neural dependence is not denial. It is mediation: the soul thinks, remembers, and acts
through the brain during embodied life. Damage to the instrument distorts expression without damaging the
underlying subject, much as a damaged piano distorts a pianist’s performance.

This response can preserve logical possibility. It may also fit a sophisticated substance dualism. Swinburne
explicitly defends interactive substance dualism and argues that neuroscience does not settle the metaphysical
question (Swinburne, 2013). The evidential issue is narrower: what does the mediation claim allow neural
dependence to confirm?

The mediation fork

1. Ifasoul exercises central mental capacities partly independently of the brain, systematic neural de-
pendence is less expected and counts against that robust independence relative to brain-dependent
rivals.

2. If every observable exercise of those capacities is wholly brain-mediated, the soul view can
expect the same dependence as its rivals.

3. When the rival hypotheses equally expect the evidence, that evidence does not favor the mediated
soul over the brain-dependent rival.

4. Therefore mediation can prevent refutation without supplying confirmation; preference for the
mediated soul must come from other evidence or argument.

The piano analogy illustrates compatibility but does not establish the pianist. If every publicly available
feature of the music changes with the instrument and no performance is independently attributable to a separate
player, adding a player may remain possible while doing no distinctive predictive work. The point is not that
unobserved entities are always illegitimate. Electrons, genes, and distant planets earn support through effects that
distinguish models containing them. A soul posit requires comparable discriminating work.

In Bayesian terms, evidence favors one hypothesis over another when it is more expected on the first. If
the mediated-soul hypothesis and a brain-dependent rival assign the same likelihood to the observed neural-
dependence pattern, their likelihood ratio for that evidence is one. The posterior odds then equal the prior
odds. The evidence has been conserved rather than gained. This is the paper’s central formal insight in ordinary
language: compatibility is not confirmation.

6. Extraordinary Reports and the Independence Requirement

Near-death experiences and reports of awareness during cardiac arrest are relevant because they appear to offer
what the ordinary record lacks: cognition when normal brain function is severely compromised. They should
neither be dismissed as meaningless nor promoted beyond what prospective evidence establishes.

The first AWARE study examined 2,060 cardiac-arrest events. Among interviewed survivors, some reported
memories and a small proportion described explicit awareness; one case included a period of verifiable awareness
during resuscitation (Parnia et al., 2014). AWARE II studied 567 in-hospital arrests; 53 patients survived, 28
completed interviews, and 11 reported memories or perceptions suggestive of consciousness. No participant
identified the hidden visual image, one identified the auditory stimulus, and electroencephalographic activity
consistent with network-level cognitive function appeared during some prolonged resuscitations (Parnia et al.,
2023).

These findings matter. They support continued study of consciousness during cardiopulmonary resuscitation
and warn against equating clinical unresponsiveness with a demonstrated absence of all cognitive activity. They
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do not yet establish cognition independent of the brain. Residual or returning neural activity, uncertain timing,
low survival, retrospective report, and sparse objective verification remain central limitations. The existence of
an unusual experience is not the same as evidence that a separable subject produced it.

The Extraordinary Independence Requirement is therefore exacting but fair: evidence for separability should
involve reliable cognition or identity continuity under conditions in which relevant neural support is independently
excluded, with timing and content verified in advance rather than reconstructed afterward. A repeatable result of
that kind would be more expected on some soul hypotheses than on standard brain-dependent accounts. Current
reports motivate the test; they do not yet complete it.

7. The Strongest Dualist Replies

A fair comparison must consider more than an instrumental analogy. Three stronger routes remain.

7.1 The subject as the bearer of experience

Zimmerman argues that some forms of property dualism generate pressure toward a substance that bears irre-
ducible phenomenal properties (Zimmerman, 2010). If experiences are modifications of a subject rather than
relations to separate mental objects, a material bearer may not be the obvious default. This is a serious metaphys-
ical argument. Its limitation is that a subject’s irreducibility does not by itself establish independence from the
organized brain. An emergent subject, a constituted person, and a separable substance remain live alternatives.

7.2 Agency and personal identity

Swinburne links substance dualism to identity, agency, and libertarian freedom (Swinburne, 2013). Hasker
likewise argues for an emergent individual with causal powers not captured by standard physicalism (Hasker,
1999). These views expose a weakness in any argument that treats neural dependence as equivalent to reduction.
They do not remove the comparative burden. A theory must still explain why changes to neural organization
alter the exercise, content, and integration of agency so systematically, and what evidence favors post-neural
persistence over dependence.

7.3 The interface reply

A dualist may argue that the brain is an interface whose detailed condition must affect expression even when the
user is distinct. This reply is coherent, but it divides into two claims. If the user sometimes supplies publicly
detectable information or causal influence not accountable by the interface, that difference is testable in principle
and may support separability. If no possible embodied result differs from a brain-dependent model, the interface
claim is empirically idle with respect to the current evidence. It may still be defended by independent metaphysical
or religious premises, but neural dependence itself cannot be counted as its confirmation.

These replies leave substance dualism in the discussion while clarifying its task. The paper does not require
a proof that only physical things exist. It requires a reason to move from unsolved consciousness to a separable
subject rather than to one of several brain-dependent anti-reductions.

8. What Soul-Specific Evidence Would Need to Do

The conclusion is constructive. A soul hypothesis gains public support when it predicts a difference that plausible
rivals do not predict and survives a test of that difference. At least four forms of evidence could matter:

1. Verified cognition without relevant neural support. Information acquired and reported under prospectively
monitored conditions that independently exclude the neural processes needed by the comparator.
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2. Identity continuity with discriminating content. Stable personal knowledge or agency across a veri-
fied interruption that brain-dependent accounts assign very low probability, with leakage and retrospective
reconstruction controlled.

3. A reproducible interaction signature. A measurable causal pattern by which a non-neural subject affects
neural processing, specified before observation and not recoverable by adding an unconstrained auxiliary
after the fact.

4. A comparative metaphysical argument. An account showing that an irreducible bearer, agency, or identity is
not merely compatible with separability but more plausibly separable than emergent, constitutional, animalist,
or other brain-dependent alternatives.

These are not four arbitrary hurdles that no theory could meet. They state the ordinary demand imposed
on any specific explanation: show what difference the posit makes. A soul hypothesis need not be tested only
by laboratory measurement; conceptual and metaphysical arguments can change rational credence. But the
conclusion should track the force of the argument actually supplied. An explanatory gap supports inquiry. A
valid argument against reduction supports anti-reduction. High confidence in a separable spiritual subject requires
the additional bridge.

The decisive reader-facing question is therefore not “Can a soul be made compatible with the evidence?”
Many hypotheses can. The question is “What evidence is more expected if a separable soul exists than if human
mentality is deeply brain-dependent?” Until an answer survives comparison with the strongest rivals, mystery
has been mistaken for selection.

9. Conclusion

The path from mind to soul contains real philosophical terrain, but it also contains an evidential gap. Conscious-
ness, rational agency, and first-person unity remain significant and incompletely explained. Those facts may
undermine simple reductions. They do not by themselves identify a non-material subject capable of existing apart
from the brain.

The strongest cumulative pressure comes from the way mental life varies with neural organization. Memory,
personality, agency, emotion, attention, conscious access, and self-integration do not merely accompany the brain
in a generic way; their publicly observable operation tracks its structure and condition. That pattern is more
expected on the broad family of brain-dependent accounts than on a robustly independent soul. A complete
brain-mediation auxiliary can absorb the pattern, but then neural dependence becomes equally expected on both
sides and ceases to confirm separability.

The principal boundary matters. None of this proves that no soul exists, settles the hard problem, or reduces
persons to neural machinery. Substance dualism, emergent dualism, constitutional accounts, animalism, and
nonreductive physicalism remain genuine competitors. The rational change requested is narrower and firmer: do
not convert the failure of one reduction into confidence in one highly specific alternative. Ask what distinguishes
separability from its rivals. Until soul-specific evidence or argument supplies that bridge, a spiritual soul remains
a live possibility for some readers, not a conclusion secured by the present evidence.

A. Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

P1. Evidence favors a separable-soul hypothesis over a brain-dependent rival only when that evidence is more
expected on the separable-soul hypothesis than on the rival.

P2. The philosophical difficulty or irreducibility of consciousness is compatible with both separable-soul views
and brain-dependent nonreductive, emergent, constitutional, or animalist views; by itself, it does not select
separability.
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P3. The systematic dependence of memory, personality, agency, attention, conscious access, and self-integration
on neural organization is more expected on the broad brain-dependent family than on a soul whose central
capacities function robustly independently of the brain.

P4. A soul hypothesis that makes every observable embodied capacity wholly brain-mediated can expect the
dependence pattern, but then that pattern is no more expected on the soul hypothesis than on its brain-
dependent rival.

Conclusion. Present evidence therefore puts comparative pressure on robust soul independence and does not confirm
a fully mediated separable soul over brain-dependent alternatives. This conclusion does not disprove
every soul hypothesis or establish reductive physicalism; high confidence in separability requires further
soul-specific evidence or argument.

Validity. The conclusion follows from the comparative-evidence rule in P1 together with the evidential relations
stated in P2-P4. P3 lowers the standing of robust independence relative to the comparator; P4 shows why a
mediation auxiliary restores compatibility without producing a likelihood advantage.

Support for the premises. P1 is a standard comparative principle of evidential support. P2 is supported by the
existence of serious nonreductive and emergent alternatives. P3 is an empirical and abductive judgment grounded
in the breadth and structure of neural dependence; it is strong but defeasible rather than deductively certain. P4
is conditional: it follows when total mediation makes the two hypotheses predict the same public pattern. The
formal reconstruction therefore preserves the paper’s bounded result rather than turning comparative pressure
into a deductive disproof.
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