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	Title of Dissertation:

Do near-death experiences impact the cosmology of those who experience them, and if so how?  A research project from Colombia

	Aims:
The principal aim of this dissertation is to study how Colombian near-death experiencers relate to the cosmos and if they consider that this event influenced their cosmological beliefs and in what way. Cosmology has both a scientific and an anthropological perspective. The former is ‘the science of exploring the Universe as a whole’ and is focused in the Universe’s evolution and structure as defined by the IAU (International Astronomical Union), therefore, it is disconnected from humans.
 On the contrary, the anthropological standpoint regards cosmology as a worldview as noted by Nicholas Campion and Margaret Hall, hence, deeply connected to us.
 Hall adds that religion, beliefs about self, defining what is real and identification with groups and ideals are some sociological items that help construct a cosmology.
 Nancy Abrams and Joel Primack state that it guides us by ‘grounding people’s sense of reality, their identity, and their codes of behavior in that grand scheme’.
 Likewise, Christopher Chapple argues that cosmology by ‘providing us a place in the Universe’ and by defining what has meaning to ourselves, ‘orients us’.
 This shows that a cosmology can be based in physical matters, such as the scientific one, but also in human issues where questions about ourselves, reality, identity and what is meaningful for us are key queries.
On the other hand, NDEs are ‘profound psychological events with transcendental and mystical elements, typically occurring to individuals close to death’ as stated by Bruce Greyson.
 Raymond Moody, who coined the term in 1975, listed fifteen features that are commonly found in NDEs. Among them are feeling pleasantness and peace, seeing a dark tunnel, experimenting an out-of-body experience (OBE) that can be perceived as ‘time-lessness’, meeting spiritual beings, feeling immersed in a bright light often associated to a being, having a non-judged life review and losing fear of death since dying may be regarded as entering to a ‘higher state of consciousness’.
 
Another goal is to seek if there is a relation between the NDE description and the change in cosmological beliefs in the target group. This includes the comparison of Colombian narrative and the worldwide notion of NDEs having cosmic characteristics such as going to an unearthly, heavenly realm or other spatio-temporal dimension or Universe, and perceiving a bright light and cosmic wholeness.


	Academic Rational
As far as I know, only one scholar has directly addressed the cosmology of NDErs, Scott Taylor. He identified in his participants’ experiences ‘unity as the structure of the non-physical world’ and duality in the physical world, the latter regarded ‘as a subset of the unity universe’.
 Even so, there has been plenty of research about spiritual and religious changes in NDErs.
 Ring stated that an NDE can introduce ‘an entirely new worldview ... or view of the cosmos’ and Penny Sartori argued that there are life changing outcomes such as thinking that material objects lose meaning, feeling being part of an ‘interconnected whole’, seeking purpose in life and having an ‘expanded worldview’.
 Robert Waxman added, by quoting from Groth-Marnat, Summers and Gordon, that NDErs’ become less-materialistic, 'shift away from the Newtonian/Cartesian material worldview of western culture' and present an ‘increased self-worth’.
 Consequently, there is a potential for finding a cosmological shift in an NDEr.

Besides, research on near-death experiences in Colombia is very limited regardless a recent local survey (2018) that estimates that 37% of the population has had a near experience with death.
 Maybe the participants of this survey were not aware of the NDE definition and the amount may be overestimated, but, however, many scholars agree that an NDE is a worldwide phenomenon.
 As a sample, Higuita’s et al research found changes in the belief system of ten Colombian NDErs.
 In Colombian newspapers and TV shows there are interviews of Colombian people that have had an NDE (one former president of Colombia, another renowned politician and a scientist). The scientist described that the NDE “changed her life” and shifted from being an atheist to believe in God.
 The former president said that his NDE was ‘the most vital experience that I have lived in all my life … teaches you to see life in a different way and to value things in a different way’.
 And the politician declared that he saw the tunnel and since then lost fear of death.
 The formal research and the last testimonies indicate that NDEs occur in Colombia and that they can alter, at least in part (as in other places in the world), the cosmology of the experiencer. Therefore, the present research will contribute to the understanding of this widespread phenomenon from a cosmological point of view.


	To which module/s of the MA does your topic related?

Foundations in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology
Researching Contemporary Cosmologies
Sky and Psyche

	What papers have you completed in the MA which are relevant to this dissertation topic? List the module and the title of the paper/s. 
HPCA7006. Sky and Psyche. What role do ‘peak experiences’ play in the psyche’s appreciation of the sky? The essay was focused on NDEs as peak experiences.

	Methodology.   
The methodology selected for this research is a combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods, questionnaires and interviews respectively, as categorised by Alan Bryman, as well as participant observation.
 The target group are Colombian adults (over 18 years old) that report having experienced an NDE. Preferably people that report the date of the experience of having occurred at least one year ago to have a certain amount of time to identify a consistent change in cosmological thought since the event. There will be no upper limit in the time that has passed since the event because Greyson argues that his research and others ‘have shown no significant effect on near-death experience accounts of the passage of time’.
 This means that the memory of NDEs does not change over time.
Since the project’s objective is related to cosmology, most of the queries to arise would be what, how and why type of questions. According to Judith Bell, surveys function well with what, how kind of enquiries but not with why ones.
 So she suggests that a good approach is to use answers of surveys as pointers to deepen in interviews. Moreover, she affirms that because the interview is adaptable, the examiner can go deep in thoughts and feelings and be aware of the body language of the interviewer that the survey cannot. Adding to this, Bryman affirms, that interviews help to ‘view the linkages between events and activities and to explore people’s interpretations of the factors which produce such connections’.
 Hence, interviews will give deeper information about the cosmology of the NDErs. Interviews will be carried out with self-selected volunteers and or purposely selected individuals that have diverse opinions according to their questionnaire’s answers.

The aim is to achieve at least thirty completed questionnaires and ten face-to-face semi-structured interviews. These quantities are based on a ‘theoretical sampling’, which Bryman, quoting from Glaser and Strauss, described as a way on which the qualitative researcher should not focus on statistical sampling but rather on ‘the issue of whether the sample conforms to the investigator’s emerging theoretical framework’.
 In other words, the mixed-method design will help to bring out a theory of the cosmologies of the target group.

The participant observation method could be used if there is a social group of NDErs in Colombia that meet or assist to conferences (not found so far) where I can observe them in a different space and regard behaviours and attitudes. 
Recruitment will be done in several ways: 

1. Contacting Colombian spiritual and “paranormal” groups in Facebook and Twitter that talk about the subject and may know NDErs that could volunteer for the project.
2. Contacting IANDS (International Association for Near Death Studies, Inc) to see if they can distribute a request for people in their IANDS groups to participate in my research.
3. Contacting NDERF (Near-Death Experience Research Foundation) to see if they can distribute a request for people in their website to participate in my research.
4. Contacting directly the three Colombians that were interviewed by journalists and whose testimonies are in the public media.
5. Personal contacts through friends and family.
Regarding the questions to ask, there will be three sections in the questionnaire: 
1. Demographic ones including religion and occupation (before and after the NDE) since a cosmological shift may influence these two aspects of the experiencers and scholars have reported spiritual, religious and occupation changes in NDErs.
 
2. Greyson’s NDE scale. I would likely use the scale developed by Greyson in 1983 and improved in 1990 that is used to differentiate NDEs from other experiences and “measure” its depth.
 To do so, I should request permission from this scholar to use his established questionnaire. The scale has been tested for reliability and consistency achieving good results.
 Although I don’t completely agree with the wording of some of the questions, it has become a scholarly practise to use the scale to compare results, to decide who to interview (the highest scores) and have an standardised way to say if someone had or not an NDE and how deep/profound was it. For example, Waxman mentioned that ‘there may be strong associations between the depth of an NDE [measured with Greyson’s scale] and spiritual change after the experience’.

3. Cosmology section. This will be my own designed questionnaire.
Among the questions to ask in the Cosmology section of the survey and during the interviews are:

NDE description

· What happened to you that triggered the near-death experience? e.g. you had a heart attack, you had a car accident, etc. 
· What was felt/seen/experienced when being unconscious?
Identity
· Did you learn something from your NDE? What?

· Do you feel that the NDE changed your life?

· Have you noticed any change in your day-to-day behaviour after the NDE? What?

· Do you feel identified with certain ideals, values, groups that you didn’t feel identified before your NDE?
Meaning

· The meaning that you give to material things has changed since you had the NDE? 
· Can you give me an example of a meaningful recent situation that would not have been meaningful to you before the NDE?
Cosmic features

· What is the cosmos for you? Was this perception influenced by the NDE? 
· How do you view yourself within the cosmos? Do you have a role/function?

· How would you describe the _______________ perceived during the NDE? The missing word depends on the cosmic features that the experiencer described. E.g. cosmic wholeness, unearthly realm, etc.

Reality
· What is real to you? Was this perception influenced by the NDE? 
· How you would describe the way you perceived things? Is it different to Earth’s?

· Did you have any physical changes after having the NDE that have been important to you? E.g. electromagnetic, allergies, sensitivity to light, sound or others, physiological, sleep patterns, level of energy, paranormal abilities.
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	Time Schedule:

An outline of a likely timetable to completion. 

Milestones:
15Jan20. Topic selected

15Feb20. Approved proposal.

10Mar20. Design of methodology completed.

10Apr20. Fieldwork finished.

30Apr20. Data transformation and analysis.

30May20. Literature review, academic rationale and methodology chapters written.

30Jun20. Results and findings chapters written.
30Jul20. Final draft including abstract, introduction and conclusion, to be sent to my supervisor.

30Sep20. Submit dissertation


	Proposed Supervisor:




Please indicate whether ethical approval for project is needed – YES/NO

(This will only be relevant if you are undertaking qualitative research)

Please indicate whether sufficient resources are available for the project – YES/NO

The above topic, proposal, and supervisor have been agreed:  
Signed : ……………………………………………………..Programme Coordinator
Date:……………………………………………………
Please return this draft form to your dissertation supervisor. When completed then send Dr Bernadette Brady email: b.brady@uwtsd.ac.uk
Guide to Filling out your proposal

Please complete the form and submit it your designated supervisor for feedback. It may also be circulated for comment to other members of the MA staff with relevant expertise. 
Upon acceptance by your supervisor then please send it to the Dissertation Module tutor, Dr Bernadette Brady, email:  b.brady@tsd.ac.uk  Once received it will be checked by Dr Nicholas Campion and the Dissertation Tutor and you, and your supervisor will receive notice back of either the proposal’s acceptance or a request for clarification. 
This is not a final, unchanging proposal, but is intended for discussion as part of the first stage of your research, to clarify your ideas and make sure your proposed research is realistic.

You may insert footnotes in the text as these will both let us know you are on the right track, but also assist your preparations.
Aim of the Research Project: 

What would you like to research? Outline the purpose of your research project and consider its possible contribution to the academic understanding of your subject matter. What questions would you most like your research to answer? As a guide allow 50 – 150 words for this section.
Abstract

All academic dissertations include an abstract. In practice this is difficult to complete until the dissertation is complete. 

However, in this section consider the academic rationale for your research. What is the background to your research? What wider problem in scholarship or knowledge are you addressing? What is the relevance of your work to wider areas of scholarship and previous work in the field? You can include relevant references.  Allow no more than 200 words for this section. 
Short Introductory Bibliography 1. Secondary Sources
What are the main scholarly works (secondary sources) which would underpin your research question? You need about ten academic books or articles. Please give full citations. If they are especially important, mention them in your abstract. If you are doing qualitative research please include some references on methodology, as you would have encountered in the Research methods module, for example on interview technique or questionnaire design.
Short Introductory Bibliography: 2. Primary sources 

This is vital for text-based research. What are the principal primary sources and/or materials you would use in your research? Please give full citations. Remember, primary sources are the original documents, texts or artefacts which you are researching. If these are books or articles, give full citations. If your research is text-based, aim to include about ten. If they are especially important, mention them in your abstract. If your research is into Sacred Geography or Archaeoastronomy, or if you are undertaking qualitative research, the primary text sources may be limited or non-existent.  Your primary source may be landscape, sky or people. 
Methodology:

How are you going to research your topic? Outline your research methodology: for example, library based or fieldwork (interviews, questionnaires or participant observation), and historical, sociological, anthropological. Include relevant references. If you are conducting qualitative research, such as interviews of questionnaires, please say something about your proposed target group, and how you plan to proceed.
Support your chosen methodology with references. 
� International Astronomical Union, Big Ideas in Astronomy: A Proposed Definition of Astronomy Literacy, 03 May 2019, online brochure, p. 38, 40, � HYPERLINK "https://www.iau.org/publications/iau/brochures/" �https://www.iau.org/publications/iau/brochures/� [accessed 24 January 2020].


� Nicholas Campion, ‘Cosmos and Cosmology’, in Robert Segal and Kocku von Stuckrad (eds), Vocabulary for the Study of Religion, (Leiden: Brill, 2015), p. 359; C. Margaret Hall, ‘Cosmology and therapy’, Journal of Religion and Health, Vol. 25, No 4, (1986), [hereafter Hall, ‘Cosmology and therapy’], p. 257.


� Hall, ‘Cosmology and therapy’, p. 257-258.


� Nancy Ellen Abrams and Joel R  Primack, ‘Cosmology & 21st Century Culture’, Science, Vol., 293, (2001), p. 1769-1770.


� Christopher Key Chapple, ‘Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology’, Buddhist-Christian Studies, Vol 18, (1998), p. 147.


� Bruce Greyson, ‘Near-death experiences’, in Varieties of anomalous experience: Examining the


scientific evidence, ed by E. Cardena, S. J. Lynn, & S. Krippner, (Washington: American Psychological Association, 2000), p. 315.


� Raymond A. Moody, Life after life, (Georgia: Bantam books, 1975), p. 14, 16, 28, 30, 34, 47, 55, 58-59, 61, 64, 94, 96.


� Enrico Facco, Christian Agrillo and Bruce Greyson, ‘Epistemological implications of near-death experiences and other non-ordinary mental expressions: Moving beyond the concept of altered state of consciousness’, Medical hypotheses, Vol 85, (2015), p. 85, 86; Bruce Greyson, ‘The near-death experience scale’, The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, Vol. 171, No. 6, (1983), [hereafter Greyson, ‘NDE scale’], p. 372.


� Scott M. Taylor, ‘Near-Death Experiences: Discovering and Living in Unity’ (doctoral dissertation, University of St. Thomas, 2001).


� Surbhi Khanna and Bruce Greyson, ‘Near-Death Experiences and Spiritual Well-Being’, Journal of Religion and Health, Vol. 53, No. 6, (2014), p. 1605; John Pennachio, ‘Near-Death Experience as Mystical Experience’, Journal of Religion and Health, Vol. 25, No. 1, (1986), p. 70; Robert Waxman, ‘Spiritual aftereffects of incongruous near-death experiences: A heuristic approach’, (doctoral dissertation, Saybrook University, 2012), [hereafter Waxman, ‘Spiritual aftereffects’], p. ii.


� Kenneth Ring, The Omega Project: Near-death experiences, UFO encounters, and mind at large, (New York: William Morrow, 1992), p. 173; Penny Sartori, What is a Near-Death Experience, (London: Watkins, 2016), chapter 4.


� Waxman, ‘Spiritual aftereffects’, p. 34-35, 65


� Fenalco website, � HYPERLINK "http://www.fenalco.com.co/bienvenidos-parques-cementerios-y-servicios-funerarios/mayor%C3%ADa-de-colombianos-no-le-teme-la-muerte" �http://www.fenalco.com.co/bienvenidos-parques-cementerios-y-servicios-funerarios/mayor%C3%ADa-de-colombianos-no-le-teme-la-muerte�, [accessed 18 January 2020],


� Kenneth Ring, Heading toward Omega, (New York: Quill, 1984),, p. 45-46; Helena Cassol, Benoît Pétré, Sophie Degrange, Charlotte Martial, Vanessa Charland-Verville, François Lallier, Isabelle Bragard, Michèle Guillaume and Steven Laureys, ‘Qualitative thematic analysis of the phenomenology of near-death experiences’, PLoS ONE, Vol 13, No. 2, (2018), p. 2; Sam Parnia, D.G Waller, R. Yeates, and P. Fenwick, ‘A Qualitative and Quantitative Study of the Incidence, Features and Aetiology of Near Death Experiences in Cardiac Arrest Survivors’, Resuscitation, Vol 48, (2001), p. 150.


� Clara Higuita, Delsy Cogua, María Guerrero, Juan Higuita and Carolina Pamplona, Estudio fenomenológico sobre los cambios en las creencias sobre la muerte en personas con experiencias cercanas a la muerte, (undergraduate dissertation, Universidad Cooperativa de Colombia, 2002), p. 96.


� José Antonio Sánchez, La científica que dice haber regresado de la muerte y hoy cree en Dios, journalistic item for El Tiempo newspaper, 01 april 2015, https://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-15505296, [accessed 28 January 2020].


� Centro Gnóstico Anael, Testimonio de Ernesto Samper - Murió y Regresó a la Vida, online video recording, You Tube, 22 March 2014, � HYPERLINK "https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pEFbRSyhqLg" �https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pEFbRSyhqLg�, [accessed 28 January 2020].


� Canal REDMÁS, Más Allá | La vida después de la muerte por red+, online video recording, You Tube, 20 October 2019, minute 29, interview to Antonio Navarro Wolf, � HYPERLINK "https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pI2ziUZpw9Q" �https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pI2ziUZpw9Q�, [accessed 28 January 2020]. 


� Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, (London: Routledge, 2001), [hereafter Bryman, Quantity and Quality], p. 98, 114.


� Bruce Greyson,’ Consistency of near-death experience accounts over two decades: Are reports embellished over time?’, Resuscitation, Vol. 73, No. 3, (2007), p. 410.


� Judith Bell, Doing your Research Project, (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2002), p. 14, 157, 225.


� Bryman, Quantity and Quality, p. 102. 


� Bryman, Quantity and Quality, p. 116.


� Waxman, ‘Spiritual aftereffects’,  p. 59-61


� Greyson, ‘NDE scale’, p. 372-373; Bruce Greyson, ‘Near-Death Encounters With and


Without Near-Death Experiences: Comparative NDE Scale Profiles’, Journal of Near-Death Studies, Vol 8, No.3, (1990), p. 153. 


� Bruce Greyson,’ Consistency of near-death experience accounts over two decades: Are reports embellished over time?’, Resuscitation, Vol. 73, No. 3, (2007), p. 408.


� Waxman, ‘Spiritual aftereffects’, p. 7.





