Do Near-death experiences provide compelling evidence for the existence of an afterlife?
Death is the only universal certainty of life. We see this in the Buddhist Gotami Sutta in which Gotami seeks the Buddha’s help upon discovering the corpse of her beloved son. The Buddha instructs her to collect a mustard seed from a house which has not experienced death. In seeking to achieve this Gotami realises that all have been touched by death, thus she accepts the inevitability of death (Olendzki,2005).
Despite the universality of death, it remains a subject that is commonly avoided. Fenwick argues that through distancing ourselves from death we have lost the knowledge of ‘how to die’. We seek to avoid death at all costs and thus fail embrace its significance (Fenwick,2008). Despite this, as a human race, we remain fascinated with what, if anything, occurs after bodily death. This has long been the focus of philosophical debate, as exemplified in the early writings of Socrates. This interest is now reflected within the mainstream media through popular films such as ‘heaven is for real’, promising a glimpse into the next world through the retelling of near-death experience (NDE) accounts. 
The term NDE was first coined by Moody in his work Life after Light and is defined by the common characteristics found within accounts of heart attack survivors (Moody,2016). These commonalities, occurring during the time between clinical death and resuscitation, became known as the features of an NDE. Whether or not NDE accounts portray an accurate representation of life after death has sparked much debate. Due to the very nature of personal experience such accounts cannot be proven. There is no scientific method to ascertain the truth or fiction of NDEs, thus personal opinion inevitably influences the interpretation. This essay will examine to what extent our personal bias affects our view of NDEs and subsequently our view of the afterlife. This will be achieved by first looking at the validity of NDE accounts in providing us with evidence of an afterlife. It will then discuss the issue of consciousness and how this influences our view of life after death through a brief comparison of Eastern and Western thought. 
We cannot scientifically prove the experiences an NDE in the same way that we can verify the experience of a physical event. To simplify the argument surrounding the occurrence of NDEs Woodhouse considers two opposing responses: objectivist and subjectivist. The former accepts the validity of NDEs, whilst the latter attempts to ‘explain away’ the basis of such experiences (Woodhouse,1981,p1). 
Ellison argues that Western views generally fall into the subjectivist category (Ellison,1995,p.175-7). The realism upon which Western culture and science is built asserts that reality exists independently of human perception. This world-view is challenged by human experiences that do not fit into this subjective model, such as NDEs (Ellison,1995,p176). The concrete reality of an NDE cannot be expressed in the same sense as scientific fact. Thus, Ellison argues, Western culture seeks a logical explanation to incorporate NDEs into its realist model of the universe. Vora argues that Science and spirituality are commonly viewed as divergent approaches (Vora,2003). Therefore, our Western scientific understanding attempts to explain NDEs in purely systematic terms, with no reference to spiritual content. 
Hick argues that such an outlook is illogical. It is essential to be open to all ‘sources of light’ when analysing NDEs (Hick,1994,p.22-6). We should reconsider this divergence and attempt to see science and spirituality as complementary, rather than conflicting. Only then are we fully able to analyse all available evidence without bias. This, Hick refers to as ‘the principle of openness to all data’ (Hick,1994,p.26). This essay will now attempt to apply this principle of openness to both objectivist and subjectivist interpretations of NDEs in order to assess the validity of such experiences. 
A prime example of a subjectivist explanation of NDEs is exemplified through the work of the psychedelic research group (PRG) and their comparative study into NDEs and drug induced hallucinations. The PRG study consisted of administering thirteen participants with the psychedelic drug N,N-Dimethyltryptamine (DMT), building upon the previous work of Strassman and Qualls[footnoteRef:1]. The experiences of the drug induced subjects were then recorded and compared with pre-existing NDE accounts and scored using Greyson’s NDE scale[footnoteRef:2].The study found striking similarities between both sets of accounts, commonalities including transcending one’s body, entering another realm and experiencing positive emotion (Timmermann et al,2018,). The study thus illustrated ‘the significant relationship between NDE scores and DMT induced…mystical-type experiences’ (Timmermann et al,2018,p1).  Such results can be interpreted as evidence that the brain produces similar substances during drug induced hallucinations as it does during NDEs. NDEs can therefore be explained as products of neuro-chemistry rather than spiritual reality. [1:  For further information on Strassman and Qualls study see (Strassman & Qualls,1994).]  [2:  For a full description of Greyson’s NDE scale see (Greyson,1983).] 

However I argue that this is an assumption rather than a proven conclusion. The correlation between drug induced states and NDEs is apparent, however this does not necessarily diminish the validity of NDEs. Schachter suggests that drugs ‘open the doors of perception to the spiritual world’ (Schachter in Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle,1997,p.85-6). Rather than viewing drugs as the cause of such experiences we could instead view them as a gateway to genuine spiritual experience. Such an objectivist opinion presents the evidence from an entirely different perspective than the original subjectivist interpretation.
Similarly, subjectivist perspectives present an alternate interpretation of objectivist arguments. One common argument for the validity of NDEs focuses upon the evidence of a commonality to NDE accounts across time and culture. Moody’s work analyses the commonalities in over one hundred NDE accounts, a study that was extended in his later work, The Light Beyond, including a further thousand interviews (Moody,1988). He documents that NDEers are usually met by ‘beings of light’, often deceased family or friends, that radiate love and brightness (Moody,1988,p.11). Such encounters are often followed by contact with ‘supreme beings of light’, typically religious figures associated with the experient’s personal belief system (Moody,1988,p.12). These ‘supreme beings of light’ are not limited to theistic accounts, Badham similarly notes the ‘pure and immutable light’ of the Amida Buddha as described in the post-death descriptions of the Tibetan book of the dead (Badham,1997,p6). 
It is argued that such similarities, across numerous accounts, must be indicative of a common truth within NDEs. Moody’s ‘supreme beings of light’ exemplify this common truth. Although there are differences in its expression, Christians typically experience Jesus whereas Hindus experience Yama, the core truth remains constant. ‘Beliefs would appear to provide the structure, and something deeper and more significant would appear to provide the substance’ (Ellison,1995,p.178-9). It is this ultimate similarity in substance that is indicative of the truth of NDEs.
It must however be noted, by Moody’s own admission, that not all NDE accounts include the same experiences. If the commonalities between experiences signify truth, one would expect such truth to be present in all NDEs. One would further expect that all those who experience near-death would similarly experience this truth. This is not the case as the European Academy of Neurology note that only 10% of those resuscitated report NDEs (EAN,2019). By focussing solely on the similarities between accounts the differences are disregarded. Katz argues that this leads to assumptions which ignore the historical, linguistic and cultural contexts of experiences (Katz in Bush,2012,p.102). Such arguments therefore can be accused of disregarding the diversity of NDE accounts.
Koch presents a possible explanation for this diversity in scientific terms.  He notes that a loss of blood flow to the ‘visual periphery of the retina’ may be responsible for the narrowing tunnel vision commonly expressed during NDEs (Koch,2020). If a correlation between NDE accounts of tunnel vision and lack of blood flow was found this could provide a subjectivist explanation for both the commonalities and divergences within NDE accounts.
It is therefore apparent that when evidence is viewed from an exclusively objectivist or subjectivist position we do not obtain a balanced perspective. Although Hick’s principle of openness attempts to remove traces of bias, the evidence must be interpreted either in favour of, or against the validity of NDEs. Due to the lack of empirical evidence it is not possible to definitively ascertain the validity of NDEs. However the validity of NDEs is only half of this present investigation, the remainder focuses upon whether NDEs are suggestive of an afterlife. If NDEs are not valid then they cannot be used to provide evidence of life after death. Therefore, the remainder of this essay will adopt an objectivist understanding of NDEs.
Moody identifies two stages prior to the encounter with ‘beings of light’. These are feelings of ‘peace’ and ‘painlessness’, followed by an out of body experience (OBE) (Moody,1988,p.8-10). Moody describes OBEs as ‘a complete change of perspective’, a feeling of separation from the physical body in a newly acquired spiritual body (Moody,1988,p.8). Most accounts recall this as a pleasant, sometimes euphoric experience, as a freedom from the pain and suffering of the physical body. There are, however less common, frightening accounts recorded[footnoteRef:3]. OBEs are closely related to experiences of autoscopy (AS), within which the experient ‘sees one’s own body in extra-personal space’ (Blanke et al,2004,p243). However, OBEs remain distinct as the perspective from which the experient see’s their own body is external to the physical body.  [3:  For further information see (Rawlings,1978).  ] 

During OBEs experients claim to retain their sensory perception, they are able to identify their surroundings and recall details of this following resuscitation. These accounts can later be validated by medical staff who are able to confirm or deny the circumstances surrounding the OBE. Leggett documents a case where a patient identified two coins on the top of a cabinet that was out of sight from his physical body. Their presence was later verified by staff, therefore suggesting that visual perception is possible during OBEs (Leggett in Badham,1982,p.74-75). A more extreme account is offered by Ring and Cooper who describe the sensory abilities of the clinically blind during OBEs, who’s visual accounts of their surroundings are similarly later verified (Ring and Cooper,2008). 
This supposed visual perception takes place during a time when brain function is severely impaired. Therefore, as far as our current medical knowledge extends, it can not be a product of light refraction, the normal mechanism of sight. Instead Blackmore argues that it is illustrative of ‘extra-sensory perception’ (Blackmore in Badham,1982,p.77). This extra-sensory perception is either a capability of the brain activated during NDEs, beyond its usual capacities, or it belongs to something external to the physical body. If the brain does not possess such abilities during optimum brain function it seems illogical to suggest that this new capability is initiated whilst normal functionality is ceasing. Greyson argues that it should not be possible for any ‘thinking or memory formation’ to occur whilst brain function is ‘well below capacity’ (Greyson,2018,p.31). We are therefore compelled to believe that there is something separate from the physical body still capable of perception; ‘a consciousness apart from the physical body’ (Moody in Menz,1984,p.320). 
[bookmark: _Hlk49423539]This continued consciousness has been used to try to prove the post-mortem survival of the mind. Such arguments employ the Cartesian definition of mind, as ‘wholly diverse from the body’ (6:86). For Descartes, the mind existed within the machine that is the body. The body was responsible for involuntary acts such as blinking, whereas the mind was responsible for conscious action, such as thinking and philosophising (Descartes,1972). Gulik notes that for Descartes, thought, as a faculty of the mind, was considered ‘in terms of reflective consciousness’, thus consciousness becomes similarly attributed to the mind (Gulik,2014). The mind was regarded as the true self and Descartes maintained that it could exist without the physical body, ‘I am really distinct from my body, and can exist without it’ (6:86-88).Therefore the continuation of consciousness that OBEs demonstrate can be seen to support the idea that the mind, the true self, can continue after bodily death. Thus, OBEs can be seen to provide evidence for the existence of an afterlife.
However, this is not a universally accepted view of consciousness and the soul. Buddhist theory of mind is centred upon a rejection of the self, anatta¸ and thus presents an entirely different perspective on consciousness. Consciousness, vinnana, is not regarded as an independent entity, rather, vinnana is one of the five aggregates that comprise all human beings[footnoteRef:4] (Harvey,2013,p55-57). It is subject to impermanence, as is everything in the Buddhist world, and thus is in constant flux, arising and ceasing with the circumstances that bring it into being. For example, ‘tactile consciousness’ is brought into being through the cognitive support of touch and therefore exists only in terms of its ‘constitutive elements and functions’ (Coseru,2012). Vinnana is interdependent upon the other 4 aggregates and therefore is ‘in no sense is to be equated with a mind-substance’ (Morris,1994,p.61).  [4:  The other four aggregates are material form (rupa), feeling (vedana), sensory/mental objects (sanna), and constructing activities (sankharas). For further information see (Harvey,2013).] 

Therefore, the extra-sensory perception demonstrated by OBEs no longer indicates a continuation of the soul post-mortem, rather it simply indicates the external survival of consciousness. A similar position is adopted by Lommel who claims consciousness exists as ‘wave fields of information’, which originate in ‘nonlocal space’ outside of the physical body (Lommell,2011,p25). Our brains are not the origin of consciousness, but rather the relay station where information is received (Lommell,2011). When viewed this way the consciousness of OBEs tells us nothing about the afterlife, it simply illustrates how waves of consciousness are experienced in the absence of the transmitter of information. 
It is beyond the scope of this essay to fully discuss the definition and origin of consciousness, as this gives rise to further questions surrounding identity and personhood. However, this brief discussion has illustrated the complexity of the debate surrounding NDEs. Whether NDEs provide evidence of an afterlife ‘depends a great deal upon one’s metaphysics’ (Potts,2001,p.86). If the soul and consciousness are seen as one then we are inclined to interpret OBEs as evidence of the soul’s survival of death, whereas if consciousness is nothing more than a changeable state there is no question of a disembodied soul. This therefore illustrates how previously established personal beliefs influence how the evidence surrounding NDEs is interpreted and the conclusions which are drawn from it.
Many scholars argue that we do not currently possess enough evidence to establish a valid conclusion regarding NDEs and their relation to the afterlife. Koch and Tononi posit that the amount of consciousness in the human brain, phi, can be measured, thus determining the origin and cessation of conscious thought (Koch and Tononi,2011). Further research into this measurement of phi would give us a better understanding of consciousness and therefore the feasibility of its survival post-mortem. Similarly Badham argues that a ‘large enough prospective study’ of NDE experiences could help verify whether NDE accounts are real or simply ‘subjectively real’ (Badham,1997,p10). He proposes a study consisting of placing objects within cardiac and casualty units that could only be viewed from the position of the ceiling. If experients are able to correctly identify these objects we could conclude that NDEs represent ‘correct observation’ (Badham,1997,p10). Both arguments therefore suggest that further scientific testing could provide enough evidence to improve our understanding of NDEs and thus lead to more definitive conclusions regarding the possibility of an afterlife.
Cherry however disagrees arguing that seeking evidence to prove or disprove the afterlife is ‘incoherent’ (Cherry,1995,p.146). The studies proposed by Tononi and Koch and Badham both focus upon near-death which Cherry argues is not indicative of ‘true death’. It is an assumption that near-death and true death are ‘alike in such a way that what is intimately linked with the one will in all probability be intimately linked with the other’ (Cherry,1995,p.157). By definition death is a state beyond near-death, a state from which no one can return. Even if it is possible to prove that consciousness of the mind lives on at near-death this in no way proves that this will be the case at true death. NDEs therefore cannot provide evidence for an afterlife, and thus life after death remains an interpretable phenomenon.
This essay has demonstrated the significance of personal interpretation throughout. The validity of NDEs is influenced by our natural inclination towards an objectivist or subjectivist position. Opinion regarding the afterlife is founded upon deeper metaphysical questions surrounding identity, personhood and consciousness. We inevitably have a previously established position on each of these concepts. The essay has demonstrated the difficulties in fully overcoming this personal bias, even when Hick’s principle of openness is applied. NDEs can therefore be seen to provide evidence both for and against the existence of an afterlife. The evidence is by nature interpretable, therefore personal belief will always influence the conclusions drawn. 
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