Evidence For Life After Death

Introduction

It is sometimes suggested that certain paranormal phenomena beuaal bearing
on our understanding of what a person is, and that these phenomenacdaldpr
provide support for the idea that people live on after what wededth’. In this
section of the module we will look at some suggestions of ¢ini.fMy own view,
which | will make no attempt to hide, is that such suggestianany rate in their
most familiar form, involve serious confusions. We will be logkin some detail at
the use sometimes made of the phenomenon known as the ‘near-deaitthegpe
(NDE), and, in particular, of the ‘out-of-body experience’ @Bften associated
with this. | will, as | have before, ask you at a numbgpmhts to write down your
own thoughts on this matter. While strongly urging you to do thisuld also urge
you not to be discouraged if you sometimes find it very difficBlbme of the issues
that arise here just are difficult. But | think there igeal value in trying to think a
guestion through before looking at my answer: it should help you to agsirthi&a
material, and to bring into focus points at which you disagree hétiposition that |
am defending.

As background to the arguments that | will present, | wakddylou first to read
the paper by Paul Badham, ‘The Evidence from Near-death Expesienwtsch is
included asDocument 26. [This is a chapter from Paul and Linda Badham,
Immortality or Extinction?] This paper is a strong defence of the kind of view that |
will be criticising in this section of the module.

The philosophical significance of NDEs

To have a near-death experience is to have thoughts, feelisgal sensations, or
some other experience while in a state in which one shows (m@gspno external
behavioural or physiological signs of life. The grounds for thinkingttteste occur
are the reports of individuals who have recovered after beingcim @& condition.
While it is sometimes suggested that NDEs do in themsgeldasate that a person is
something quite distinct from the extended, tangible human be@tgvie encounter
in normal life, the reports of these patients often have thdurstriking feature.
Those concerned insist that they did, for a period, observedn® or indeed some
other place, from a position external to their body. Furthermioeg,dre sometimes
able to give accurate reports of events that were takinge piile they were
apparently unconscious and that, in some cases, could not have begacdfreen
the point where their body was at the time. It is conclutatithe individual ‘left
her body’ for a period, and so that a person must be something othethéhan
familiar bodily being. This opens up the possibility that | should santhe
destruction of this bodily being. Indeed, it might be thought to sudbastt is
likely that | will in fact survive what we call ‘death’The grounds for this claim
would be that it is clear that in these cases the individuak len, in a fully
conscious state, through a period in which the body is in a stais tleay similar to
that of death.

Now | believe that all of this involves serious confusidndo not, in fact, believe
thatany empirical discoveries could throw doubt on the idea that apétise self’ is
the extended, tangible human being - any more than they could throwado th
idea that a table is an extended, tangible entity. A propaintient of these issues is
the business of philosophy, not science, and developments within philosopig
the last fifty years do, | believe, show such ‘dualist’ - tseomponent - views of
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persons to be quite untenable. It is not scientific discoverashtive created the
important difficulties for dualist views, and no empirical evideoould do anything
to rescue such views. | will not, however, attempt to defeeset claims directly. |
will argue only for the more modest claim that, at the veastlea considerable
amount of work needs to be done at a number of points if it is &hé&en that
phenomena of the kind | have mentioned bear on our picture of oursebwghing
like the ways suggested. | will not, | should stress, be tiuésg any of the
empirical data that is appealed to here. My suggestionrailier, be that enormous
care is needed in taking even a first step beyond that data.

The evidence for NDEs

The claim that NDEs occur does, in one sense, appear to ygmdbeéhe best
evidence for them that we could conceivably have. Do you set Iwhaan in

making this claim? Please make a note of what you think | miglain. (You need
to focus here on justhat the evidence is, and on the relation betwsken we have

the evidence and the time of the event for which it is suggptisbe evidence.)

What | had in mind was this. We can, by definition, have no cqueary evidence
that somebody is undergoing an NDE; we are, of necessityhdepe on the
memory reports of the subject, since the supposed significdéBIEs lies in the
fact that the individual shows no external signs of liféha time.

Should this concern us? Well, consider an imaginary example. Sugpaise t
when rhododendron wine was first produced and drunk it was found to have rather
unusual effects. Instead of making people drunk in the normal séeddtiem, after
one sip, to make a lot of remarkable claims about what theyéwa experiencing
for the last half hour. While they have in fact been sittingampeter talking with
us they claim to have had a totally different set of expergerprhaps of things that
have been happening thousands of miles away. Furthermore, it turttabtheir
reports correspond in a striking fashion to things that were, duniaiy pteriod,
happening somewhere else. This would, of course, be an extrapnoliaomenon.
Would we, however, be justified in concluding that these peoplédei having the
experiences of which they have memory impressions? Pleaseamnaite of your
own answer to this question.

It seems to me clear that, at the very least, we would@&cdbmpelled to draw this
conclusion. We could think, instead, of the wine as inducinge faleemory
impressions that are, in a way that we do not yet understaheerioéd by things
that have been happening in another part of the world during théaHshour.
Further, despite the embarrassing incompleteness of suck@mathere would, on
the face of it, be serious difficulties with the suggestéetireative. For we would
have strong evidence, in the form of his behaviour over thehtdtshour, that the
subject was experiencing nothing resembling what it now seehisitthat he was.

But might there not be crucial differences between the abasee arad that of
NDEs? Make a note of your own answer to this question, stre$gingthe
differences you point to are relevant.
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One obvious difference between my imaginary example and ND&snlithe fact
that in the latter case the subjects do not, during the relgyenmd, show
unambiguous signs that they are experiencing somethgeg Rather, they show
what we would normally take to be fairly unambiguous signs that #rey
experiencingnothing at all. That is a real difference between the cases. It is not,
however, clear why this difference should be thought to be of apgrtamnce. If a
possible - and perhaps the best - thing to say in the caserbbth@lendron wine is
that it induced false memory impressions, is that not also a pssibt perhaps the
best - thing to say of the memory impressions of those who Np&s?

NDEs and what we are

| have been suggesting that, even if we accept the existétice evidence that is
often appealed to, there is a crucial step from that evidentge conclusion that
NDEs occur: that sometimes people have thoughts, feelimysl\sensations, or
some other experience while in a state in which they showe(ordess) no external
behavioural or physiological signs of life. In the remainder of digsussion | will
set those doubts to one side. | will, that is, assume th&iawe strong grounds for
the claim that sometimes people do have these rich experieess i such a
condition. What bearing would this have on our picture of ourselves?

One thing they might show (depending on the details of the physialafita) is
that what we experience at a particular time is natljotependent on the state of
our brain at that time. While that will, no doubt, come as a sepo many we need
sharply to distinguistthis question - the question of what my consciousness is
dependent on - from the question of what it is that is conscious. Consider dog@na
We normally assume that how well a car goes is cruciajpeni@ent on the state of
the engine. Suppose, however, that we were presented withngtatlidence
strongly suggesting that the performance of a car could beeadfbg influences of a
kind that are totally alien to contemporary science. Would suchs@\airy do
anything at all to suggest that my car is not that familiarg with four wheels, a
roof, and so on? Would it support the idea that it is possible focanyo live on
after the disintegration of the extended, tangible thing pawkéside? This, | take it,
is obvious nonsense.

Please now make a note of how the lesson of this example mighpbed to the
case of people and NDEs. If you have doubts about whether the aisatofair one,
make a note of those too.

It seems to me that - despite the obvious differences betvesgate and cars - there
is an important analogy between the two examples. Thuspriteighing to ask what

a person's states adlependent on. That is a question for science. It is quite another
to ask what those states atates of; to ask, that is, what it is that thinks, sees, is
happy or sad and so on. Whether the answer to the first questitw isr&in’ or
something quite different is totally irrelevant to the second muresteither way will

it affect the suggestion that it is the human being that thgdess and so on. NDEs
cannot in this way give any support to the idea that the perdenréal me’, is
something distinct from this extended tangible being, and so mighivesuthe
destruction of that being.
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Out-of-body experiences

Perhaps, however, these remarks do not give sufficient weighetway in which
patients are able to give accurate reports of what was hiagpat the time in places
not observable from the bed where the human being was lying. Dodgsnat least
suggest that the individual ‘left her body' for a period; and Sottieareal person is
something quite distinct from this bodily being? Well, this wouldrm/ing a bit
too rapidly. The facts so far described are quite consistehttiae suggestion that
the patient was able to give these reports as a resultraisigicked up while she
was located where she appeared to be: namely, in bed.

In response to this suggestion, it might be argued that this tadigaals', in
addition to its unfortunate vagueness, does not do justice to thénwelyich the
individual's perspective on the world was for a period from a moitgrnal to the
body. It is not merely that she knows what was happening, saydaoext For a
period shesaw things from a point in the next-door room; or, at least, it nesns
to her that she did. Does not this suggest that part of tienpatas 'outside her
body' for that period?

Well even if we agree that it does suggest this (andl have more to say about
this later) there would be no pressure at all on us to idenkift Veft the body with
the 'real person'. Can you think of a way in which this point mightiustrated?
(What you need to look for here is a good analogy that bringsoihé out.)

An example that seems to me to make the point well islfmsy eyes were on the
ends of long stalks | could observe what was going on next door. | wautthubt,
when particularly absorbed in what | was seeing, half think cefias being in that
room; or perhaps even, momentarily, come to believe that thatwhere | was.
None of this would put any pressure on us to say that | realynext door.

| should stress that | am not offering this talk of 'eyestalks' as an alternative
account of what is going on when someone has an experience asviofy'lear
body'. | am simply suggesting that we do need to be given sonman rimaghinking
that the occurrence of these experiences should move us in ttiodief a dualist
view of people: a view that holds that the real person is amaiarial mind that is
quite distinct from the bodily being.

The explanation of OBE reports
It might be said in reply to this that the relevance of Ndthe question of what a
person is is more straightforward than | have been supposingelElvance, it might
be said, lies in the fact that such experiences simguiyat be fitted into the current
materialistic, scientific world view: that the terms eoy@d by modern physics are
quite incapable of providing any explanation of the observed.fact

Assuming that this is correct, what conclusions should we drawZaftainly
cannot move immediately from here to the conclusion that a persemesttsng
distinct from the solid, extended entity that others can s hold that a person is
a material being in that sense and yet deny that modern phgsidhe resources to
explain everything that we might want explained. Few, | tgkeauld be tempted to
conclude from spoon-bending of the kind attributed by some to Uri GhHérthe
things affected, namely spoons, are not in fact materialemntiit may be worth
noting here that it is no use responding to such analogies with the atimemhat
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'People are not spoons or cars'. Certainly the differences cordty e more
fundamental. The question is: which difference is relevant tpdhgcular argument
that the analogy is used to illustrate?)

Nevertheless, it might be said, a dualist view of perscars provide an
explanation of the observed phenomena in a way in which no altervaw can.
Thus, at least until we have an adequate explanation consistiertheviview that the
bodily being is the real person, these phenomena should be regardedras dor
accepting the dualist view.

In response to this | should concede first that | have no idea \ekatdoow these
phenomena might be explained. | spoke of 'signals’ that the patiéwetr bed, might
be picking up. Let us suppose, however, that we have good reasatinfgrout any
such explanatiomothing, at least of the kind now recognised by physics, is passing
from the relevant point in space to the patient in bed. ledirtHinking in terms of
action at a distance; what happens at one place (the event onhehishable to
report) is affecting the patient even though thereoisnechanism whatsoever that
connects the events with the patient.

With this in mind, let us turn to how the dualist theory would a&xplsuch
veridical OBE reports. If the dualist can do better here thevé been able to then
that, surely, would be a reason for accepting the dualist Wawcan it?

We are perhaps inclined to see the matter like this: h@rdualist theory | am
something quite distinct from this body. This opens the possilafitgxplaining
veridical OBE reports in terms of the fact that the individiedl his body and
observed the world from a position external to it'. Traditional pbgb&al dualism,
of the kind associated with the philosopher Rene Descartesndpdsthink, leave
room for such an explanation since it does not leave room foddfaethat the "real
me" has any spatial location. Descartes writes, for exarthpleence concluded that
| was a substance whose whole essence or nature consists onlgkingthand
which, that it may exist, has need of no place' (Descakt&sscourse on Method,
Part 1V). On this view, then, | cannot leave my body sineas never in it. | will not
pursue the question of whether some other form of dualism caaWe room for the
idea that the 'real me' has spatial location sincéid\methere are further problems.

Perhaps the most notorious objection to dualism concerns the questian of
interaction between mind and body. To the extent that one holds tHedahme' is
something quite different in kind from this extended, solid entity, ppeaxs to rule
out the possibility of there being any intelligible mechanism lihias what happens
in the one substance with what happens in the other. Descartag,\iew rightly,
was apparently quite unimpressed by this supposed objdctidnalism. But the
point does, | think, raise a problem for thiyument for dualism that we are now
considering. Try to say in your own words why it does.

The point that | had in mind is this. The dualist explanatioveaflical OBE reports
indeed -of everything that people do - is going to contain a gapactly the same
kind as that which is present in my non-dualist account of that®ih. | was left
speaking lamely of ‘action at a distance': of one thing affg@nother even though
there is no physical mechanism linking the one with the other. Nowuhkst can
hardly complain that this is a significant gap in my 'explanati@me that gives us
reason to move to a dualist view -if his own ‘explanatiorévefything that we do
involves a gap of just the same kind.
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One further point can be made here. The suggestion is that aer@RE
reports support some kind of dualism because dualism would allowexplain the
reports in terms of the fact that the individual was forreoddocated at the relevant
place. Now, in normal circumstances we do, of course, takéath that | was at a
certain place at a certain time as explaining the knowledgel thave of what
happened there. In a particular case, however, this would be lam&txpn at all if it
were discovered that | had lost my eyes, ears and so on befogetigere. Would it,
then, be an explanation if | had, temporarily, 'lost my body¢ave this question as
an exercise for you to answer for yourselves. (You will, no ddagbgble to guess
my answer!)

My perspective on the world

From the point of view that | have been defending, it is a sgitact that we are all,
myself included, tempted to interpret the reported phenonren@rms of the
individual ‘leaving her body'. Many will no doubt feel thamitst be quite easy to
meet the points | have made since, it will be said, thisrpn¢tation of the
phenomena is so obviously the most natural one. | suspect thatelmg freflects a
curious ease with which we slide between two quite differeritingis of what a
person is. At the same time as trying to bring this out |, ¢ahope, further
undermine our wayward temptations here.

Assume that we have strong evidence for the claim that feeriod the
individual's visual perspective on the world was from a point outsidephysical
body. Assume too that for a period the person felt herself toda¢eld at that point.
My question is: Should this lead us to say that for that period tiserpevas (or it is
likely that she was) situated at a point outside this body? To tthiawonclusion we
would need to have independent grounds for the following claim: people are
(generally) situated at that point from which their visuaspective on the world is -
at that point from which they see the world. Without thigntJahe inference is quite
unjustified. Do we have any grounds for it? On the face of idméWe might say
that we have overwhelming grounds for the claim that, with theptirceof cases
involving mirrors and the like (which we will assume can beltdeith somehow),
people are always situated at that point from which their higespective on the
world is. Now I think that is right. Leaving aside for the momtbetphenomena we
are dealing with, namely OBEs, this seems to be a welsupported universal
truth. | donot, however, think that this can provide any support for the argument for
dualism that we are now considering. Can you see why not?

| suggested that we have good grounds for the claim that peopédwargs (or at
least generally) situated at that point from which their Vigespective on the
world is. But we only have good grounds for that claim in so faveasan assume
that people arbuman beings. For the evidence that we have is this: human beings -
these visible, tangible entities that we encounter in our dagyodealings with
others - are always (or generally) situated at that point fndnch their visual
perspective on the world iBut thisis no use at all for the person who wants to use
OBEs to establish some form of dualism. He cannot use that generalisation in support
of his conclusion that the real person is something distinct frenvisible, tangible
human being. For his argument is only valid if this conclusion sefdl think the
illusion here is one that has a firm grip on most of us. Befeagling on, please
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make sure that you are quite clear about the suggestion | hawventeking —
whether or not you accept it.)

That leaves us with the question: if one thinks that the perseonething
distinct from the human being - as one must if one is going.aimdhat in these
cases 'people do leave their bodies' - what grounds can oneondiie tlaim that
people are (generally) situated at that point from which thsural perspective on
the world is? What one needs is the following: people are dgnsitaated inside
human beings. Assuming that we are dealing with a form ofsinakithin which
this makes sensg, it is not at all clear what could count as evidence for iamf rate,
until we are shown how this claim might be supported we appear ¢ontaagrounds
at all for moving from the suggestion that the individual's gmasve on the world
was, for a period, from a point of view external to her body tatimelusion that the
individual was, for that period, situated at that point. Tlea ithat the 'real person' is
the crying, talking, sleeping, walking human being is quite untdidby these
phenomena.

I must make one further point here. To say that there is a comfiasthe way in
which NDEs are sometimes appealed to as ‘evidence of itlitealpis not to say that
there need be a confusion in the thought of those whose livagaed tiround by
their own experience when they come close to death. Fefféw which this has on
their view of life need not run through any theory about what apess Indeed,
quite independently of the kind of experience that | have beeasdisg, | would be
rather surprised if an individual’s life was not significaraffected by his recognition
that he had been close to death. We might even think thdtigefto be moved in this
way would be evidence of a certain shallowness in th@peBt of course the
change in him would not normally have anything to do with a neeemé ‘evidence’
that he has acquired.
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