Do Near-Death Experiences Provide Compelling Evidence for the Existence of an Afterlife?

The idea of a near-death experience (NDE) is one that has been around for many years. The concept has been seen in many different cultures and has different meanings in various religions. A near-death experience can be defined as “the reported memory of a range of impressions during a special state of consciousness”[footnoteRef:1]. However, I do not believe that this definition does the topic justice, as it describes it in a manner that reduces the experience to something make-believe or fiction. An NDE is special to those who have experienced it and only those who have been through it, should attempt to define it in such a way Although the question presented is seemly frank, in actual fact the answer will revolve around whether or not we should  [1:  Kean, L. (2017). Surviving Death: A Journalist Investigates Evidence for an Afterlife. United States: Three Rivers Pres, p.117.] 

judge that the NDE is a set of experiences undergone by the human soul as it passes out of its physical body and prepares to enter into its next ...? Or should we regard the whole experience, from start to finish, as a tissue of sheerly subjective hallucinations ..?[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Paterson, R. (1996). Philosophy and the belief in a life after death. New York: St. Martin's Press, p.142.] 

Through some analysis of how people view near-death experiences, it will help to conclude whether they provide evidence of an afterlife. Although this could indeed be a complex topic to explore, this essay will discuss some of the factors behind the question, and attempt to find an answer.
There are many arguments that agree that a near-death experience does provide evidence for an afterlife, however, perhaps the most simplistic of them is that people lose their fear of death after having experienced an NDE.  There are many common features amongst NDEs, however, “for the experiencer the most common consequence is the removal of the fear of death”[footnoteRef:3]. This in fact could be seen as evidence that near-death experiences prove an afterlife, as those who have gone through it, lose all fear of death. The knowledge that death is in fact not the end provides comfort for people, possibly proving that people who have had these experiences may know of something that we do not. Most accounts that are given are by people are describing the feeling of being in very calm, loving situations, which is what we assume the afterlife to be. However, this is matched with the fact that there are accounts of people going to what can be perceived as hell. Having these different experiences shows the two different afterlifes that are predominantly found in Judo-Christian religions, which could in fact be a possibility of what the afterlife contains. Just because the accounts do not match those of all religions, does not mean that it is not an accurate depiction of what the afterlife contains.  [3:  Badham, Paul & Badham, Linda (1987). Death and immortality in the religions of the world. Paragon House, New York, p.224] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Another argument that supports NDEs as evidence for the afterlife is that people have brilliant recollections of seeing themselves outside their body and can recall very specific information about the event. As unbelievable some of the stories are, there is an explanation behind them. It can be understood that during a near-death experience, the brain may take in information from around them which could then be projected as a near-death experience to the individual. However, there are some details from accounts of this kind that I believe can not be explained away by believing that the brain has been taking in subliminal information. Therefore, the only explanation could a near-death experience. To some, this could be seen as suitable evidence to support the idea of an afterlife as it is evidence that there is a part of the body that lives on after we die, whether this is described as a soul or an atman or various other religious names. However, to someone who is sceptical about near-death experiences, the idea that there is an explanation to this event could be enough to show that near-death experiences are not evidence for an afterlife. Therefore, this argument is very much dependent on personal opinion.
In relation to the near-death experience, there are many accounts given that contain similar attributes. Moody stated fifteen features of a near-death experience, including “out of the body”, “the dark tunnel” and “feelings of peace and quiet”[footnoteRef:4]. As there are common features amongst experiences, this could then be seen as a compelling argument for an afterlife. It shows that these experiences are not all based on the individual’s circumstances, as near-death experiences occur in many situations. However, the uniformity of these experiences, regardless of the cause, could demonstrate that they are a look into the afterlife. In regard to basic belief, many people believe that there is some form of afterlife. Things such as seeing a white light and hearing God are all things that we think of when we think about dying, so why does this not evidence enough for the existence of an afterlife?  [4:  Fox, M. (2003). Religion, spirituality and the near-death experience. London: Routledge, p.16.] 

A possible answer to this is that the common experiences that have been noted are predominantly found in western accounts of near-death experiences. Without this world-wide uniformity, there is little support for the fact that a near-death experience is a universal sign for the afterlife. However, in some cases this argument can be a hard one to swallow, as when looking into other cultures reports of near-death experiences, it is unlikely that the same words would be used to describe the same experience. The differences in culture would influence our interpretation of words, which could therefore affect the ways in which western culture would view other cultures experiences. This as a whole would lead to misunderstood interpretations leading to differences in experience that may not necessarily be there. 
In disagreement with the above argument, there is evidence of similarities in cross cultural studies of near-death experiences. For example, a study comparing Euro-American accounts and accounts form Tibet showed similarities in the types of places and events that the individual would see in their experience, along with emotional, cognitive and sensory characterises[footnoteRef:5]. The article goes on to talk about how the differences that were seen in the accounts were not down to the induvial having different experiences, but most likely due to  [5:  Carr, C., 1993. Death and near-death: A comparison of Tibetan and Euro-American experiences. Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, 25, pp.59-59.] 

the projection of a culture-specific, collective level of the unconscious psyche at near-death and death, and/or participation in culture specific "bands" of external reality that extend through life and death[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  IBID] 

This shows that culture does play a factor when it comes to people’s individual experiences, however, does not remove the core similiters in people’s experiences. It is due to this that I believe that the connection of all of these experiences do show evidence of an afterlife, as to me there is no other reason that all of these experiences would have such a link.
The nature of a near-death experience can also be used as an argument for both sides of the question. The body goes through an enormous amount of stress when having a near-death experience. To some individuals this could a reason to dismiss the account of near-death experience and place the visions down to something simple such as a hallucination. The brain can only cope with so much stress before it has to protect itself, seen in cases of repressed memories and comas. Making the person see what they perceive to be the afterlife could be a way of calming the body before death. If this was the case then what the person experienced would indeed not be evidence for the afterlife, as the individual would have merely experienced a moment of bliss before death. 
However, on the flip side of this argument, perhaps this could be used as evidence to support this experience proving an afterlife. From a Christian point of view, we were all made in the image of God and therefore have a connection with him. It could be plausible that when out body gets to that point of reducing stress to the individual, that our souls connect with God, and give us a glimpse of the afterlife. There are even accounts of people seeing various religious figures during a near-death experience, which makes it somewhat plausible that this could be the reality. 
When hearing someone’s account of their near-dear experience, it could be seen as though the person has been in a dream-like state. In some cases, the near-death experience may occur when under antistatic. In this case, it is highly likely that an individual could experience things that are not the norm, which could then be taken as a near-death experience. In relation to the argument for a near-death experience being evidence for an afterlife, the depth in which people can recall their experiences is unlike an average dream. The average person cannot recall dreams in such a manner as those in accounts of near-death experiences, let alone note all of the details. Therefore, I believe that it is dependent on what your view of near-death experience is, as this would influence what an individual would class as evidence. Some people would see this argument and agree that what the person is experiencing is purely a dream induced drug. However, people who have more of a connection with NDE could argue that the experience was made to feel like a dream so that the body wouldn’t be sent into shock, or that the individual was so calm that the experience felt like a dream. 
In further discussion, there is the question of whether people’s experiences should be taken seriously regardless of whether or not people believe that near-death experiences proven an afterlife or not. To individuals who have had these experiences, this is evidence enough for an afterlife. In this case we are then met with the question of do near-death experiences have to be evidence for everybody to prove an afterlife or is it enough for the people how have had a near-death experience to take it as proof? 
Although the topic of this essay is surrounding the question of an afterlife, whether this is evidence or not is perhaps mainly down to an individual perception of a near-death experience as a whole. Many of the arguments against near-death experience being evidence for the afterlife revolves around disproving near-death experiences as a whole. Through research, I have come across no arguments against that consider the fact that near-death experience could be evidence for something other than an afterlife. 
Due to the religious nature of the question at hand, it may be assumed that the people who do not see a near-death experience as evidence for the afterlife are merely non-religious. To believe this is the case is naive, as there are many non-religious people who have a believer in an afterlife without having a belief system behind it. However, it is critical, in my opinion, to acknowledge the fact some people would look at a near-death experience and see it as a religious act and therefore take no notice in them due to their lack of faith. This could be a valid reason for a near-death experience not being taken as solid evidence for an afterlife, as having evidence for something requires someone to have a belief that something is real beforehand. Not every individual has this belief, which therefore compromises near-death experiences ever being used as conclusive evidence for the afterlife, regardless if it may in fact be just that. 
Therefore, from this we can conclude that it does not matter if near-death experiences are in fact evidence for an afterlife, as before people can accept it as evidence, they have to accept the surrounding factors. Many induvial in modern society have more faith in science then they do in physical experiences. Therefore, if there is a explanation for these experiences happing, as is shown throughout the essay, then people are more likely to accept these than see the experience as potential evidence for an afterlife. Furthermore, I believe that a belief in an afterlife is needed for a near-death experienced to be used as evidence for such a thing. This is due to the fact that once you are open to the idea of something afterlife, you are more likely to see evidence for it in experiences such as an NDE. Therefore, conclusively, a near-death experience may or may not provide complying evidence for an afterlife, deepening on each person’s views and religious beliefs. 
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