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Narrative identity is a fundamental concept at the intersection of
philosophy of mind, phenomenology, and neuroscience, the
explanation of which requires simultaneous attention to
biological mechanisms and the interpretive dimensions of human
experience. The present study, focusing on a neurophilosophical
analysis of narrative identity in Antonio Damasio’s theory, seeks
to examine the formation of narrative identity in relation to the
concept of the autobiographical self and to clarify its relation to
several major philosophical theories of personal identity. In this
regard, Damasio’s account of the roles of core consciousness,
extended consciousness, and the neural mechanisms involved in
the integration of memory and experience is comparatively
examined alongside the views of Paul Ricoeur, Derek Parfit,
John Locke, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty concerning narrative,
psychological continuity, memory, and embodiment. The study
adopts an analytical-comparative and interdisciplinary approach
that integrates conceptual analysis of philosophical texts with
findings from neuroscience, thereby enabling an assessment of
the explanatory capacities and limitations of neurobiological
accounts of narrative identity. The findings indicate that although
Damasio’s theory provides a robust neurobiological explanation
of the formation of narrative identity and exhibits significant
convergence with certain philosophical approaches, it encounters
limitations in fully accounting for the subjective, embodied,
social, and cultural dimensions of identity. Accordingly,
narrative identity cannot be reduced solely to neural processes;
rather, it should be understood as a multilayered phenomenon
and an existential project that emerges through the interaction of
neurobiological processes, lived experience, memory, narrative
construction, and socio-cultural contexts. The article therefore
proposes an integrative framework that contributes to a more
comprehensive understanding of narrative identity and helps
address an existing gap in the domestic scholarship on this topic.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Narrative identity, as a key concept at the intersection of philosophy of mind
and neuroscience, offers a framework for understanding how a unified sense
of personal identity emerges through memory-based and experience-based
narratives. This interdisciplinary study analyzes narrative identity within
Antonio Damasio’s neuroscientific framework (2010) and compares it with
narrative theories of identity in the philosophy of mind, including the views
of Paul Ricoeur (1992), Derek Parfit (1984), John Locke (1690/1975), and
the phenomenological perspective of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The main
objective is to examine the compatibility of Damasio’s neuroscientific
explanations with philosophical theories, to elucidate the qualitative aspects
of identity such as lived experience and embodiment, and to highlight the
role of social and cultural factors. The central research questions are: How
does narrative identity form from Damasio’s neuroscientific perspective? Is
this view compatible with the aforementioned philosophical theories? Can
neuroscientific accounts fully explain the narrative, semantic, and qualitative
nature of identity? This study addresses a significant research gap in the
Iranian literature, which has largely focused on clinical and behavioral
aspects of executive functions and has paid less attention to the
interdisciplinary concept of narrative identity.

Methods

This research adopts a qualitative, comparative, and interdisciplinary
approach to examine narrative identity through textual analysis and critical
comparison of key primary sources: Damasio’s neuroscientific works, the
philosophical texts of Ricoeur, Parfit, Locke, and Merleau-Ponty, along with
relevant neuroimaging and neuropsychological studies (e.g., Northoff &
Bermpohl, 2004). Sources were selected for their central role in the
discourse on narrative identity. The analysis identifies convergences in
memory, temporal continuity, and narrative construction, and divergences in
the reductionist limits of qualia, embodiment, and socio-cultural
embeddedness. Using a phenomenological and non-reductionist lens, the
study critiques the qualitative and subjective dimensions of identity and
proposes an integrative theoretical framework that combines neurobiological
findings with philosophical insights. The study relies entirely on secondary
analysis and interpretive synthesis of existing literature.

Results

The findings demonstrate that Damasio’s concept of the “Autobiographical
Self” arises from the dynamic interaction between core consciousness—
linked to the proto-self and subcortical structures such as the thalamus—and
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extended consciousness. This process is grounded in the neural integration of
episodic and semantic memories, primarily involving the prefrontal cortex,
hippocampus, and amygdala. The default mode network plays a central role
in organizing these memory fragments into coherent autobiographical
narratives, thereby fostering a continuous sense of personal identity across
time. This neuroscientific model exhibits strong convergences with major
philosophical theories: it aligns with John Locke’s emphasis on memory as
the foundation of continuity of consciousness, with Derek Parfit’s notion of
psychological continuity and overlapping mental states, and with Paul
Ricoeur’s framework of narrative emplotment together with the distinction
between idem (sameness) and ipse (selthood) identity. Supporting
neuroimaging evidence reinforces these theoretical alignments.

Nevertheless, the analysis reveals notable limitations in Damasio’s
framework. It falls short in adequately accounting for lived experience and
embodiment as conceptualized by Merleau-Ponty, the irreducibility of qualia
and subjective qualities highlighted by Nagel and Chalmers, and the
significant influence of socio-cultural contexts—particularly in collectivist
societies such as Iran. In response, the proposed integrative framework
conceptualizes narrative identity as a multi-layered phenomenon emerging at
the intersection of neural mechanisms, existential narratives, embodiment,
and intersubjective interactions. This approach underscores that personal
identity cannot be fully reduced to neural correlates alone and necessitates a
broader, non-reductionist perspective.

Conclusion

This study, through its interdisciplinary approach, presents a novel
integrative theoretical framework that links neuroscience and philosophy of
mind to achieve a deeper understanding of narrative identity. While
Damasio’s account powerfully illuminates the biological substrates of
narrative self-construction and provides valuable insights, a comprehensive
explanation of identity requires moving beyond neuro-reductionism and
integrating qualitative, subjective, embodied, and cultural dimensions. This
research not only fills a notable gap in Persian scholarly literature but also
establishes a foundation for constructive dialogue between the neurosciences
and phenomenological and narrative philosophical traditions. The proposed
framework redefines identity as a dynamic, becoming, and multidimensional
process that derives meaning at the intersection of brain, body, narrative, and
the social world. Ultimately, the study underscores the need for future
research employing approaches such as neurophenomenology and empirical
cross-cultural studies to test and refine this integrative model, thereby
enriching our understanding of the complexities of human existence.
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