Near death experiences

Dualism: the view that a person is a non-material mind, or ‘soul’, that is somehow connected with the body, but is quite distinct from it, and so may survive the body’s destruction. On Descartes’ version of dualism the mind has no location in space (and so, in particular, is not located within the body: 'I thence concluded that I was a substance whose whole essence or nature consists only in thinking, and which, that it may exist, has need of no place...' (Descartes, 1637, p. 27). Others speak as if the non- material mind is somehow located within the body (generally, in the head).

In purported cases of OBEs (NDEs) a person who was unconscious for a period (and perhaps brain dead) reports, on recovering consciousness, that she ‘left her body’ and saw the world from a point outside it; and she is able to give accurate reports of things that could only be seen from a position outside her body. It is concluded that a person is something distinct from the bodily being. (When I speak of the human being I will be speaking of the being that we encounter when we meet another: the being that is six feet tall, has arms, legs, a face and so on.)

Some have questioned the reliability of the empirical data. Others have offered alternative explanations of it. I will claim that even if the data is reliable, and we have no alternative explanation of it, it still provides no support at all for the dualist view:

1. It might be thought that the dualist view follows since the data shows that my experience is not entirely dependent on the functioning of my brain. But that is a bad argument: for we need to distinguish between (i) what experience is dependent on, and (ii) what it is that has experiences (ie what I am).

2. There is a distinction between: (i) the point from which a person sees the world, and (ii) the point at which the person is. (Eyes on stalks.)

3. Suppose that ‘the materialist’ has no explanation of this phenomenon. That might be a reason for accepting dualism if it had some explanation. But – as dualists such as Descartes readily concede – there is a sense in which dualism cannot explain any mind-body interaction, including this one.

4. The person who appeals to NDEs may be working with an argument of this form:

(a) For a period, the person saw the world from a point outside her body.

So: (b) For a period, the person was located at a point outside her body.

[So: (c) The person is something distinct from her body.]

The inference from (b) to (c) seems fine. But the inference from (a) to (b) needs another premise: the person is located at the point from which she sees the world. So, the following argument would be valid (ie the conclusion follows from the premises):

(a) For a period, the person saw the world from a point outside her body.

(a1) The person is located at the point from which she sees the world.

So: (b) For a period, the person was located at a point outside her body.

We are assuming that NDEs provide us with grounds for (a). But what grounds do we have for (a1)? It is natural to assume that our normal experience of people provides us with strong grounds for this premise. But it does so only on the assumption that people are human beings ie on an assumption that is inconsistent with the conclusion that we hoped to reach with this argument. 
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