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Do near-death experiences provide compelling evidence for the existence of an afterlife?

Over the last few decades, near-death experiences have become an increasingly popular research subject, having been influenced by advances in medical science and resuscitation techniques.  There have been an increased number of reports of continued personal awareness following cardiac arrest and similar life-threatening situations.  Whilst many people consider near-death experiences as evidence of an afterlife, statements often fail to acknowledge the complexity of this subject area. I shall explain the reasons why near-death experiences (NDE’s) demonstrate the need for a deeper understanding of the nature of consciousness, and why NDE’s are unable to provide compelling evidence for the existence of an afterlife.

Raymond Moody brought the subject of NDE’s to widespread attention when he published his book ‘Life after Life’. His research described accounts from one hundred and fifty people who had either been pronounced clinically dead by a doctor, come close to physical death following severe illness or injury, or had described their experiences throughout the death process to other people (who then reported this information).[endnoteRef:1]  Moody found recurring similarities within the accounts of NDE’s which included: ineffability, a sense of peace, awareness of one’s own death, being out of body, movement through a tunnel, encountering a being of light, meeting deceased loved ones, a life review, and knowledge of having to return to the body prior to regaining normal awareness.[endnoteRef:2]  [1:  Raymond Moody, Life after Life, (London: Rider, 1975) p. 8]  [2:  Raymond Moody, p. 10-102] 


Following Moody’s early work, there has been a surge of NDE research globally. Conclusions from NDE studies demonstrate consistent features like those outlined by Moody, which are experienced without specificity to time, age, religion, culture or geographical location. NDE research is now ongoing within disciplines including religion, psychology, neuroscience, and philosophy.  The medical community is at the forefront of long-term research with cardiac arrest survivors, as seen in studies led by Van Lommel et al[endnoteRef:3] or Sam Parnia et al, whose AWARE study clearly provides evidence for verifiable conscious awareness during a time when cerebral function was not expected.[endnoteRef:4]  [3:  Pim Van Lommel, ‘Near-Death Experience in Survivors of Cardiac Arrest: A Prospective Study in the Netherlands’, The Lancet, 358:9298, 2039-2045]  [4:  Sam Parnia et al, ‘AWAreness during Resuscitation – A Prospective Study (2014) http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.resuscitation.2014.09.004 ] 


 Interpretation of this data by different academic disciplines results in conflicting interpretations and conclusions, which varies according to purpose of the study. Christopher Cherry highlights the main problem areas; that ‘physiology and phenomenology of dying and death simply do not offer the unshakeable background certainties of Newtonian physics or common sense’, and that ‘from a sceptic view it is problematic that a person now living should previously have died is confusing and question-begging’.[endnoteRef:5]  We shall explore how each of these issues influences the interpretation of NDE as evidence of an afterlife. [5:  Christopher Cherry, ‘ Near-Death Experiences and the Problem of Evidence for Survival after Death’, Religious Studies, 22:3/4,  pp.403-404] 


First, the definitions of NDE’s are not universally agreed upon, and this creates difficulty in defining the relationship between death and an NDE.  Without a universally accepted definition it is not possible to establish whether NDE’s offer a glimpse into the afterlife, are a gateway to further understanding of consciousness, or are an unrelated physical phenomenon.  Bruce Greyson has noted a lack of consistency and standardisation within NDE research; descriptive, measurement, or diagnostic terminology is used interchangeably. But results are referred to on equal terms.[endnoteRef:6]  This highlights a need to differentiate the approach of each NDE project, and to identify whether it refers to a philosophical linguistic terminology, the medical criterion of death, or the medical tests which prove the criterion have been met. [6:  Bruce Greyson, ‘Defining Near-Death Experiences’, Mortality, 4:1 (1999), p.8] 

 
Bernat et al defined the common use of the term ‘death’ as the permanent cessation of functioning of the organism as a whole, including interaction with the environment.[endnoteRef:7] If we take this as the criteria for death, then people who have been resuscitated following cardiac arrest or life-threatening illness or injury have experienced the process of actual death.  In his research paper on the boundaries of death, Christopher Cherry notes that the difference between death and near-death is one of response to the event.  He concludes “when someone is driven to declare that in his near-death experience he died rather than just nearly died, we should listen, for it is precisely this truth he affirms”.[endnoteRef:8] But if we accept medical criterion for death, then it is impossible for NDE’s to provide evidence of an afterlife, because the person is not viewed as having experienced the process of death.  Life and death are opposite and exclusive to each other.  [7: , J.L. Culver & B. Gert, ‘On the Definition of Death’, Annuals of Internal Medicine, 94 (1981) 389-394]  [8:  Christopher Cherry, ‘Self, Near-Death and Death’, International Journal for the Philosophy of Religion, 16:1 (1984), p.10] 


If we use a linguistic, or common interpretation of death, there is compelling evidence for the continuation of awareness immediately following physical death.  But this evidence is not compelling proof of an afterlife because it is not applicable to extended periods of time; days, weeks or months following physical death.  Perhaps the process of dying occurs over a period of hours or days, in a similar manner to the birth process.  Dell’olio highlights this unresolved issue of ‘minimal afterlife’ in the minutes following death, versus ‘maximal afterlife’ which is eternal.  He notes that subjects of NDE often experience a loss of time akin to notions of eternity.[endnoteRef:9]   For compelling proof of continued afterlife, evidence must be provided for continued awareness over extended periods of time; perhaps collaborative research into mediumship, the nature of consciousness, and out-of-body-experiences may help to clarify the nature of this awareness in the future. [9:  Andrew Dell’olio, ‘Do Near Death Experiences Provide a Rational Basis for Belief in Life after Death?’, Sophia:Parkville, 49:1, (2018) p.122] 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
We encounter similar problems with defining ‘compelling evidence’.  What is acceptable as evidence varies widely according to disciplinary area and the purpose of study.  This creates difficulty in establishing a level of proof which is accepted by most people as credible. For example, a neuroscientist usually requires physical data or objects for evidence, such as blood tests, MRI scans, or external validation.  In contrast, a minister of religion who places high value on faith and personal experience may accept NDE testimony as compelling evidence of an afterlife. 

The relationship between testimony and research methodology is particularly problematic in what is acceptable as evidence. Testimony is central to many NDE research projects because the data is based either upon direct personal experience, or indirectly from witnesses and shared experiences.  Researchers using quantitative scientific methods prioritise objective and empirical data, and testimony is often viewed as a substandard and unreliable form of data.  The unreliability of personal experience is attributed to multiple factors including deliberate or unconscious deception, human error of judgement, limitations of knowledge, personal bias, or an unconscious desire to fulfil personal belief systems. 

The total or partial rejection of testimony as evidence within NDE research is an indicator of the subjective nature of what is accepted as compelling evidence.  From a philosophical standpoint, Kelly defines the philosophical concept of evidence and how it has often been called upon to fill several distinct roles which may stand in tension to one another.[endnoteRef:10]   He suggests four types of evidence: that which justifies belief, respects rational thinking, acts as a guide to truth, and as neutral arbiter.[endnoteRef:11] When we apply these types to NDE’s, we note that data can be used, or manipulated, in multiple ways to serve individual preferences. A psychologist may use evidence to justify his belief in psychological causes. A philosopher may use data as a means of rational thinking. A religious minister may use evidence as a guide to deeper truth of continued existence and immortality. [10:  Thomas Kelly, ‘Evidence’, Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy, (Winter 2016), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/evidence/ p.2 ]  [11:  Thomas Kelly, ‘Evidence’, p.2-19] 


All near-death studies are based upon an experience which is ultimately subjective in nature. This subjective-objective gap between experiencer and researcher can lead to conflict of meaning for each person involved. No amount of externally verifiable data can ever produce meaning which is identical to that of the experiencer. Answers to questions are subject to the researcher’s personal interpretation. Different meaning may also be attributed to the same linguistic terminology, creating further distance between the event and its description.  It is difficult to know exactly what is meant by ‘a being of light’ without having the experience. Many NDE accounts also refer to an ‘ineffability’ which is not comparable to any experience in life.  As there is no current language to describe this experience, it may be possible to imagine a similar situation, but this is never known with certainty.  

Supporters of empirical or materialistic approaches may reply that it is still possible to gain an accurate measurement of such experiences through accurate and thorough questioning. Inclusion of external measurements such as biological data, the use of staged props to verify out-of-body awareness, and collaborative statements of events all provide evidence of accuracy regarding experiential accounts. 

But none of these evidential criteria are the same as actual subjective experience.  NDE survivors often state their absolute certainty of continued awareness, and life following death.  This is reflected in behaviours which can be observed. First, the lack of desire to convince others of an afterlife, because they know this with such absolute certainty.  Secondly, the life changes commonly experienced following an NDE including marked changes in personal values, relationships, and career, enhanced intuitive abilities, and loss of fear about death.
 
Personal belief underlies all interpretation and meaning given to NDE’s, and how we view evidence for the existence of an afterlife.  Beliefs may lead to deliberate or unintentional bias, either for or against the existence of an afterlife. Beliefs guide our religious views, interests, work, perceptions, and conclusions about life events: It is an ever-present filter through which we view the world. Scholars may argue that they are aware of bias when conducting research and eliminate such problems, but it is never entirely possible to view any event, account, or research data without seeing it through the lens of personal experience. Even ‘neutral’ third-party accounts are based on personal perception of events.  All researchers, participants, and interested people are susceptible to unconscious bias through personal, religious, cultural, and academic beliefs surrounding NDE and the existence of afterlife.  Since belief in the existence of a possible afterlife is highly unlikely to be equal through society, neither is evidence likely to be viewed as compelling.

Disciplinary approach leads to conflicting interpretations about the meaning of data. First, psychological approaches suggest that experiences are a self-protective mechanism produced by the mind to shield the person from the trauma of impending annihilation.  Louis Appleby outlines psychological similarities to trauma: a stunning of emotional response, dissociative hallucinations, autoscopic phenomena and wish-fulfilment such as seeing deceased relatives.[endnoteRef:12] This argument fails to consider Moody’s ‘shared-death experiences’ by healthy individuals, accompanying a loved one during the dying process. [12:  Louis Appleby, ‘Near-Death Experience: Analogous to Other Stress Induced Psychological Phenomena, BMJ: British Medical Journal, 298:6679 (April 1989), p. 976] 


Physiological views of NDE’s include suggestions that the dying brain releases chemicals which create the near-death phenomena. Michael Marsh dismisses leaving and returning to the body, stating that what occurs, without exception, is ‘a return of the brain to full conscious-awareness’.[endnoteRef:13]  Marsh provides examples of data which suggests a neurological source for NDE’s including accounts from suicide survivors and military pilots who lose consciousness.  He suggests that the out-of-body component is due to ‘a reduced sense of gravity due to the horizontal bodily position invariably imposed during medical resuscitation’.[endnoteRef:14]  [13:  Michael Marsh, ‘The Phenomenology of the Near-Death Experience (NDE): An Encounter with Eternity or Simply an Aberrant Brain-State?’, Modern Believing, 52:2 (2011), p.38]  [14:  Michael Marsh, p.42] 


There are several reasons to suggest NDE’s are not due to physiological processes associated with trauma. Willoughby Britton found that the physiological status of people following NDE was different to that of people recovering from other forms of trauma.  He noted improved sleep patterns and temporal lobe function, plus psychophysiological differences including positive coping styles. [endnoteRef:15]  Following his own NDE when suffering from meningitis, neuroscientist Eben Alexander considered neuroscientific hypotheses including: activation of a primitive brainstem program, toxic overstimulation of cortical neurons, distorted or unusual memory recall, heightened DMT levels, and a ‘reboot phenomenon’ due to damaged brain tissue.[endnoteRef:16]   With his background in neurological research, Alexander was able to explore and reject each theory because of physiological incompatibility with brain function at the time.   [15:  Willoughby B. Britton and Richard R. Bootzin, ‘Near-Death Experiences and the Temporal Lobe’, Psychological Science, 15:4 (2004) p.257]  [16:  Eben Alexander, Proof of Heaven: A Neurosurgeon’s Journey into the Afterlife, (London: Piatkus, 2012) p.183-186] 


The presence of physiological changes in the body provides evidence of co-existing data around the time of NDE but does not prove a causal relationship between physiology and the onset of NDE’s.  Anoxia is attributed to hallucinatory aspects of NDE’s. But anoxia is usually associated with muddled thought, rather than the reports of lucidity which correlate with NDE’s.  On a subjective level, there is also an understanding of being dead and a knowledge or choice that the person must return to their body, prior to returning to a usual state of consciousness. The deliberate, coherent choice involved here is quite different to simply regaining consciousness as implied by Marsh. Furthermore, some people, including Alexander, recount having met deceased relatives, despite having no prior knowledge of their existence before the NDE.[endnoteRef:17]  [17:  Eben Alexander, p.165-169] 


Spiritual and religious beliefs are an important aspect of whether NDE’s are interpreted as proof of the existence of an afterlife. We have already recognised the importance of justification of belief within acceptance of evidence. Eternal life is central to some theistic religions including Christianity, and given the personal and cultural significance of religion, it is likely that religious or spiritual inclinations would increase the likelihood of NDE being viewed as providing compelling evidence of an afterlife.   This applies equally within non-theistic religions, where NDE may be viewed as evidence for continued consciousness following death, in accordance with non-dual beliefs. 
Religious figures are mentioned in some near-death accounts where meeting angels, God, or Jesus is acknowledged. These accounts are noted to correlate with the individual’s belief system in life, and this may lead to suggestions that religious expectations are accountable for NDE’s.  However, Susan Blackmore observes that ‘the general pattern seems to be similar across cultures, suggesting that religious expectations are not responsible for the entire experience, or for its common features’.[endnoteRef:18] In addition, McLaughlin and Maloney conclude that there is no significant correlation between depth of NDE and religious belief.[endnoteRef:19] suggesting that whilst religious belief is involved, it is not a core aspect. [18:  Susan J. Blackmore, ‘Near-Death Experiences, Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine, 89 (1996) p.73]  [19:  Steven A. McLaughlin and H. Newton Malony, ‘Near-Death Experiences and Religion: A Further Investigation’, Journal of Religion and Health, 23:2 (1984) p 153 ] 


Transformation is a consistent theme which provides compelling evidence for the spiritual significance of NDE’s.  Personal transformation is important in many religions, especially in its relevance to afterlife. Moody observed that following the experience, survivors often demonstrated marked effects upon them, including a loss of fear of death, certainty that life continues, decreased materialistic interest, increased intuition, empathy, and awareness of the needs of other people.[endnoteRef:20]  Transformation can also be negative, with 15-20% of people having unpleasant experiences leading to increased fear of death, and changes in religion.[endnoteRef:21]  Greyson explored whether the origin of this transformation was due to trauma or spiritual experience, and concluded that deeper NDE related to increased spiritual growth and well-being, and that NDE’s are not associated with spiritual decline.[endnoteRef:22]   [20:  Raymond Moody, p.87-91]  [21:  Bruce Greyson, ‘Spiritual Transformation after Near-Death Experiences’, Spirituality in Clinical Practice, 1:1 (2014) p.45]  [22:  Bruce Greyson, ‘Spiritual Transformation and Near-Death Experiences’, p.52
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] 

In conclusion, there is a significant amount of research which provides compelling evidence for the existence of continued personal awareness immediately following signs of clinical death. Since NDE data is restricted to the immediate minutes or hours surrounding death, it is unable to provide evidence of a continued afterlife.  Data is interpreted through the lens of personal beliefs and given meaning according to individual life experience and values.  Individual perspective results in conflicting views about evidence, afterlife, and the nature of consciousness, thus the possibility of NDE’s providing widely accepted, compelling evidence of an afterlife remains elusive.
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