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Editor’s Foreword

This 1ssue of the Journal includes two articles inspired by the
twentieth anniversary of the publication in 1975 of Raymond Moody’s
Life After Life, the book that coined the term “near-death experience”
and its acronym “NDE” and 1s usually thought to have initiated the
modern phase of near-death studies. In a Guest Editorial, author and
lecturer P. M. H. Atwater urges a revamping of the field of near-death
studies. Based on recent work published i1n this Journal, she proposes
that we have progressed to a point at which researchers now need
to collaborate on standardized international study protocols and a
shared data base, supported by an independent research fund.

In another contribution stimulated by the twentieth anmiversary
of modern near-death studies, philosopher Carl Becker presents an
overview of theoretical and methodological trends apparent in recent
articles from the Journal. Based on critiques of this work by his
Japanese university students, he suggests greater clarity of defini-
tions and philosophical assumptions underlying near-death studies,
and a sharper focus on researchable 1ssues.

In the second of two articles derived from her doctoral dissertation,
communications researcher Regina Hoffman describes NDErs’ habits
in disclosing their experiences, and the major influences and obsta-
cles to such disclosure. This article follows up on her previous paper
describing NDErs' needs to share their experience and their disclo-
sure motives. Next, clinical psychologist Timothy Green, noting the
phenomenological overlap between lucid dreams and NDEs. suggests

a strategy for replicating components of the NDE through the induc-
tion of lucid dreams.

In this 1ssue’s book review, author and former humanities teacher
Joseph Chilton Pearce reviews P. M. H. Atwater’s provocative Beyond
the Light: What Isnt Being Said About the Near-Death Experience.
Finally, we include the IANDS Board of Directors’ announcement of
the establishment of a research fund, as proposed 1n Atwater’s Guest
Editorial, for underwriting investigational activities and educational
programs in near-death studies.

Bruce Greyson, M.D.

Journal of Near-Death Studies, 14(1) Fall 1995
© 1995 Human Sciences Press, Inc.







Guest Editorial

A Call to Reconsider the Field of
Near-Death Studies

P. M. H. Atwater, L.H.D.
Charlottesville, VA

ABSTRACT' In this commentary |1 take remarks previously made in this
Journal about frightening near-death experiences and the possibility of near-
death being a kundalini breakthrough as license for me to ask for a recon-
sideration of near-death research. Since the International Association for
Near-Death Studies has now established a special fund for the purpose of
launching the kind of large-scale clinical, multi-disciplinary research so
needed in the field, I appeal for contributions to that fund, so near-death
research can advance to its next stage, one of international professionalism.

The field of near-death studies marks its twentieth anniversary in
1995. Raymond Moody inadvertently initiated the field when he
coined the term “near-death experience” to describe episodes that
happened to people who brushed death, nearly died, or revived after
the cessation of vital signs. Life After Life (Moody, 1975), the book
he wrote to explore this phenomenon, became an international best
seller. This stroke of fortune paved the way for near-death research
to blossom into a legitimate field of inquiry, and for the International
Association for Near-Death Studies (IANDS) to be established as a
non-profit corporation dedicated to advancing the field through public

P. M. H. Atwater, L.H.D., is a free-lance researcher, author, lecturer, and workshop
facilitator whose principal interest 1s near-death experiences and spiritual

transformation. Reprint requests should be addressed to Dr. Atwater at P.O. Box 7691,
Charlottesville, VA 22906-7691.

Journal of Near-Death Studies, 14(1) Fall 1995
© 1995 Human Sciences Press, Inc.
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education, further research, and varied support services for near-
death experiencers.

Today there are over eighty near-death researchers in the United
States and dozens more in other countries. And those are just the
ones we know about; uncounted others may be legion. Gone are the
days when any one person could speak for the field. Findings are
now SO numerous, no one researcher privy to another’s research data
base—some even unaware of the existence or purpose of IANDS—
that the field of near-death studies has quite literally outgrown its
“superstars” and heroes.

The need to move toward increased professionalism in the field and
a larger data base became evident to me when I read the recent 1ssues
of the Journal of Near-Death Studies devoted to speculations about
the near-death experience being a kundalini breakthrough (Spring
1994) and to theories about frightening near-death episodes (Fall
1994). I would like to comment briefly on the subject matter of each
of these two 1ssues as an avenue whereby I can illustrate that it truly
is time that present research methodologies be reconsidered, as pro-
vided for in the new NDE Research Fund IANDS has launched.

The Near-Death Experience as a Kundalini
Breakthrough

First, let me congratulate those who submitted articles for the issue
on NDEs and kundalini; I found the thoughts expressed very stimu-
lating. I am concerned, though, about claims that kundalini 1s causal
to the near-death phenomenon. There is nothing in current findings,
mine or anyone else’s, to support such a claim. There 1s, however,
ample evidence to suggest that kundalin1 energies are aroused by a
near-death event. Questionnaires are not helpful in exploring possi-
bilities here, no matter how many thousands are collected, for this
particular point of inquiry will necessitate follow-up studies including
physical exams and measurement of the aftereffects.

My own work in this area, which began in the '60s, has convinced
me that the topic of kundalini, both Eastern and Western versions of
the subject, is really a discussion of energy levels in the body/mind
complex that can be jumpstarted to higher, finer frequencies through
the release of pent-up forces resident within the human body. These
forces, existent more as a latent process of energy conversion than
bizarre bolts of power, are what is commonly referred to as “kundalini.”
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Certainly descriptions of “kundalini breakthroughs,” the activation
of this energy conversion system, sound like near-death experiences.
Limitations of language and a lack of comparison can alter or distort
how these episodes are interpreted; aftereffects are similar. Thus, it
1s easy to think that kundalini 1s causal when, to all intents and pur-
poses, kundalini might really be but the first step in a larger process
indicative of higher brain development. Actually, research on kun-
dalini, although thousands of years old in India and Mesoamerica,
has only recently been subjected to the rigors of modern science. The
term itself still exists as little more than a “catch-all” phrase to sup-
port differing theories about spiritual growth and/or species evolution.

I had three kundalini breakthroughs nearly a decade before my
experiences in 1977 with death and near-death. My first happened
spontaneously during a special harp concert held in a person’s home.
I was totally unprepared for the drama that followed: having no
welght; being able to float several inches above the floor in front of
dozens of witnesses and maintain that “lofty” position for over twenty
minutes; possessing “x-ray vision~ so that I could see through people,
plants, and buildings; suddenly being filled with all knowledge, all
power; and having my faculties greatly enhanced.

Afterwards, I was incapable of normal body functioning or even rec-
ognizing myself as a wife and mother. A childhood habit of severe
nail-biting instantly ceased. Part of the body crisis I faced was the
inability to eat. What weight remained on my frame melted away so
rapidly that my family became alarmed. I had to relearn the signifi-
cance of food and reconnect taste to each item I ate. It took 44 days
for me to accomplish this. Aftereffects were extensive. Several years
later, I took up hatha and raja yoga so I could control the kundalini
process and its power surges. Under the tutelage of Rukhmani Dewi
(Clara Ross) and her mentor, Yogamaharishi Dr. Swami Gitananda
(of South India), I underwent two more breakthroughs.

I used this experience to research spiritual awakenings, a project
that eventually involved thousands of people and resulted in the crea-
tion of Inner Forum, Idaho’s first non-profit educational corporation
devoted to the exploration and promotion of spirituality as a positive
adjunct to human potential. This activity was every bit as involved
as what I later did in the field of near-death studies. These activities
were presaged, however, by a steady stream of shamanistic experi-
ences that began when I was four and by an unexpected “Baptism of
The Holy Spirit” that occurred during church services when I was 17.
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Most people, and particularly most researchers, do not have a basis
of personal comparison from which to explore and investigate other-
worldly environments. I'm one of those who do. From the broad scope
of this background, it has been my observation that the near-death
phenomenon 1s one of many potentially transformative episodes that
can trigger or activate the arousal of kundalini forces, along with

the pattern of physiological and psychological changes that follow,
including altered brain structure.

Frightening Near-Death Experiences

In Beyond the Light: What Isnt Being Said About the Near-Death
Experience (Atwater, 1994), 1 summarized the results of nearly 16
years as a full-time researcher of the near-death phenomenon. My
work began in November of 1978, a year and a half after I had ex-
perienced near-death thrice over. Starting in 1981, thanks to Kenneth
Ring, articles on my original observations were carried as a regular
column in Vital Signs, IANDS’ newsletter, an endeavor that led me
to cross-check my findings and do more research, leading to the pub-
lication of Coming Back to Life: The After-Effects of the Near-Death
Experience (Atwater, 1988).

I published a Guest Editorial, “Is There a Hell?””, in this Journal
in 1992 as a way of challenging other researchers in the field, and
as a vehicle that would enable me to deviate, for what I was discov-
ering during my investigations wasn't matching what others claimed.
For example, I met hundreds of near-death survivors in 1989 who
spoke of hell rather than heaven when describing their episode.
There were so many, in fact, that at one point I considered writing
a book about 1t—until another researcher strenuously objected, warn-
ing that my material would just become fodder for religious fanatics.
Out of respect for that researcher, | abandoned the project. I now
regret having done so. Far from being anomalies, simple fragments,
or incomplete or inverted episodes, I have found that unpleasant
and/or hell-like near-death experiences are a class unto themselves,
as valid as any other type.

When you do more than send out questionnaires or conduct one-
time-only interviews, you cannot help but notice a whole array of
correlations, parallels, and interconnections between deeper levels of
the human psyche and what 1s experienced during the near-death
phenomenon, irrespective of positive or negative aspects. I became
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aware of the existence of the following four distinctive types of ex-
perience.

Initial Experience

The 1nitial experience 1s usually a scenario fragment, simple or
brief. It can involve elements such as a loving nothingness, the living
dark, a friendly voice, or a short out-of-body trip. Experienced most
by those who seem to need the least amount of shake-up in their
lives at that point in time, this type often becomes a “seed” experi-
ence or an introduction to other ways of perceiving and recognizing

reality. It 1s associated more with children than adults, although
adults report 1it, too.

Unpleasant and/or Hell-Like Experience

The unpleasant and/or hell-like experience usually follows a sequen-

tial pattern comparable to heavenly versions, involving elements such
as an encounter with a threatening void or stark limbo or hellish
purgatory, or scenes of a startling and unexpected indifference, even
“hauntings” from one’s own past. Experienced most often by those who
seem to have deeply suppressed or repressed guilts, fears, and angers
and/or those who expect some kind of punishment or discomfort after
death, this kind of experience is not reported by young children.

Pleasant and/or Heaven-Like Experience

The pleasant and/or heaven-like experience usually follows the
same sequential pattern universally reported, involving elements
such as loving family reunions with those who have died previously
and/or reassuring religious figures or light beings, validation that life
counts, and affirmative and inspiring dialogue. Experienced most
often by those who seem to need reassurance that they are loved
and that life 1s important and that every effort has a purpose in the
overall scheme of things, these are reported by children, too.
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Transcendent Experience

A transcendent experience can follow the universal pattern of near-
death scenarios or it can deviate significantly. It involves exposure to
otherworldly dimensions and scenes beyond the individual’s frame of
reference, sometimes includes revelations of greater truths and the
discovery of alternate realities, and seldom is personal in content. Ex-
perienced most often by those who seem ready for a “mind stretching”
challenge and/or individuals who are more apt to utilize (to whatever
degree) the truths that were revealed to them—to make a difference
in society—this kind of experience is not reported by young children.

Keep these experience types in mind as I share with you some of
the observations I have made while investigating frightening epi-
sodes. First, with children, what type of experience they had de-
pended on their age when the experience occurred. Little ones either
had an 1nitial episode, referred to by some researchers as a “frag-
ment” or “partial scenario,” or they had a pleasant, heavenly episode.
None underwent extremes, either unpleasant/hellish or transcendent,
and none had long, complex experiences. I did run across a few chil-
dren aged 9 and older who detailed lengthy encounters and some
who spoke of “dark and fearsome things,” but for the most part it
was teenagers and adults who reported hellish scenarios.

Second, early on I faced the conundrum of experiencer response:
what seemed to me an experience of great beauty could be deemed
horrific by the one who had it, yet what appeared scary to me, even
violent, was often labeled wonderful by the experiencer, “the best
thing that ever happened.” Furthermore, the only people who ever
described “hell” as hot, fiery, or burning, were those who were deeply
influenced by fundamentalist religious doctrines; the larger number
said hell was cold, icy, hard, shivery, or devoid of temperature. The
assumption that only people from the “Bible Belt” have unpleasant
and/or hell-like experiences did not hold up 1n my research.

Third, imagery most frequently centered around vortices of varied
types, such as falling unchecked into a spinning vortex, being trapped
in a watery whirlpool, or being caught up in a tornado funnel; great
or threatening storms or high winds; total abandonment or eternal
silence; attack scenes and what appeared to be torture chambers and
fights with those who tempted and taunted; denuded landscapes and

nude people, colorless scenes, absence of love and companionship, and
frightening degrees of boredom.
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Fourth, medical literature at the turn of the century was filled
with reports of people who experienced whirling or spinning vortices
or funnels during the onset of anesthesia, especially with ether. Miss-
ing from that literature, however, was mention of anything more sig-
nificant than this peculiar “hallucination.” Nothing was said about
possible aftereffects beyond chemical changes. In Beyond the Light
(Atwater, 1994, pp. 30-31), I compared the hellish experience of
Gloria Hipple, involving a terrifying fall through a spinning vortex
where she fought off attacks from a white skull, with her memory
of being 1nside a similar vortex as a child when she was anesthesized
with ether during a tonsillectomy. Hipple was adamant that any com-
parison between the two vortices ended with the image, as her hell-
like near-death experience was totally and intensely felt, completely
real, and life-changing. In fact, because of her struggles in the vortex,
she was transformed from being a person dependent on outer cir-
cumstances and material possessions to an individual directed by the
power of Greater Truth, a confidence she still has.

Fifth, most of the unpleasant and/or hell-like experiences 1 inves-
tigated did not resolve into heavenly scenarios or comforting light
(as Hipple’s did, once she shattered the attacking skull). For example,
a woman 1n her early 30s, once past the proverbial tunnel and light
at its end, found herself in a cold, watery whirlpool. Frantically, she
fought to reach shore so she could save herself, while storm clouds
raged above her. Her battle culminated when she revived after being
pronounced dead of accident injuries. There was no resolution to that
experience, yet she considered it proof that everyone has a second
chance at life. She was so charged with energy and enthusiasm af-
terward that she made significant changes in her life, and had the
same far-ranging aftereffects that one finds typical of “pleasant” ex-
periences. Her case 1s not unique.

Finally, regarding aftereffects, about 50 percent of those I studied
who underwent unpleasant and/or hellish types of near-death expe-
riences came to deal with the same aftereffects that we now know
are universal to the phenomenon. The other half deviated, sometimes
becoming withdrawn and fearful afterward or exhibiting undirected
anger. Many complained of bouts with depression and headaches, and
problems with low self-esteem. 1 also observed a tendency among
them to become opinionated and cling to one-sided belief systems.
Some were virtually impossible to converse with.

So far, I am aware of one person familiar with my work who has
conducted a study to test my model of experience types: in her study,
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entitled “Phenomenological Case Studies of Four Hispanic and Four
Non-Hispanic Near-Death Experiences,” Patti White (in press) con-
firmed my findings. Although her research base was too small for
lengthy discussion, it does represent a movement in the field toward
different approaches to research and the possible validation of types
not previously recognized as standard in the field.

The Field of Near-Death Studies

It 1s not my intention in this article to summarize all my thoughts
and observations about the near-death phenomenon. I selected for
discussion the two areas of kundalini awakening and frightening
NDEs because each directly relates to previous issues of the Journal
and highlights the real subject at hand: reconsidering the field of
near-death studies.

Many things have led me to believe that the field itself needs an
overhaul, not least of which i1s the myth of Amazing Grace, as ar-
ticulated by Ring (1991): that as a compensatory gift, near-death ex-
periencers are privileged to survive the immediacy of death and
witness, 1n so doing, the realms of heaven. They return utterly trans-
formed, eschewing greed and materialism for selfless service and love
for all humankind.

This myth 1s the creation of certain researchers and experiencers,
buoyed by a media willing to bend facts to fit what they think the
public wants to hear. The result is almost “religious” in the way the
subject 1s now regarded. That which exists as potential has taken
the place of fact, with little attention paid to what experiencers really
go through after their experience. We need to spend less time drama-
tizing contrasts and more time taking a critical look at not just the
experience but its aftereffects and implications as well. For example,
once Hung Hsiu-ch'uan, the son of a Chinese peasant farmer, became
convinced that his 1837 near-death experience gave him the right as
God’s divine representative to overthrow the Manchus and Confu-
cianism, the bloodiest civil uprising in all history resulted, lasting
14 years and costing 20 million lives.

The phenomenon of near-death is far more complicated and in-
volved than previously thought, addressing the incredible aliveness
of life quite directly. For example, since preverbal children, even
newborns, can remember a near-death experience and tell their par-
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ents about it when they later become proficient at language, what
else can they remember and how far back does their memory ex-
tend? In truth, implications from near-death research affect almost
every aspect of society as well as our concept of what it means to
be human.

A large-scale, international, multi-disciplinary near-death research
campaign administered by a non-profit organization with established
credentials in the field and teams of professionals willing to tackle
the project 1s now essential. Yet the funding for such a project is not
there, primarily because the near-death experience has been so tri-
valized on national television talk shows, that it 1s no longer consid-
ered a legitimate field of scientific inquiry. So let’s do it ourselves;
we can and we will. JANDS has stepped forward and created the
NDE Research Fund announced elsewhere in this issue of the Jour-
nal. Subject to changes as needed, I envision this Research Fund
being used to employ and advance the following:

First, the fund might employ a director, office staff and facilities,
and field coordinator, supported by a multidisciplinary committee
who will work part or full time, or by consultants when needed. The
committee might consist of people such as neurologists, engineers,
biomedical engineers, neurobiologists, chemists, surgeons, psychia-
trists, nurses, physicists, consciousness researchers, and “leading
edge” researchers in subtle energy fields, and would include repre-
sentatives of other countries and/or cultures.

Second, the fund might advance a reconsideration of present near-
death research by identifying and indexing all known work in the
field since its inception, including that published in Anabiosis and
the Journal of Near-Death Studies. This effort would identify and
correlate various research projects and investigative styles with the
findings that resulted from each, to determine what methods are the
most effective and the most productive. It would also survey needs
to set future priorities, at all times addressing the entire phenome-
non and its many aftereffects and implications.

Third, the fund might foster a redesign of research methodologies,
testing out various techniques in actual field work. This might in-
clude laboratory controls for physical measurement of the various
aftereffects, such as electrical sensitivity, as well as of the experience
itself. Careful attention wouls’ be paid to insuring a broader research

base by avoiding the exclusive use of any one hospital or any single
region of a country or culture.
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Fourth, the fund would send all findings back to the central mul-
tidisciplinary committee for study, evaluation, reports, and record
keeping.

Fifth, the fund might be used to design and implement a suitable
computer system, which, in the future, could be accessed for a fee
or by membership of those who have applied for the right to use the
material contained therein. Reports could be copyrighted in the name
of IANDS, and ongoing administration of the computerized database
could be controlled and directed by IANDS.

Sixth, the fund might advance the design and implementation of
information kits for researchers, experiencers, medical personnel,
educators, students, media news sources, investigators, or interested
individuals who wish to avail themselves of the service.

Finally, the fund might be used to design and implement meetings
and conferences to address the subject with special emphasis on “sec-
ond” and “third” tier research, involving fields of inquiry such as so-
ciology, theology, philosophy, and studies in reincarnation, mysticism,
human behavior, and child development. Public awareness and public
interest could be both respected and promoted through approved ave-
nues, striving for international cooperation and the free flow of in-
formation between governments.

What has been shared here is my personal, and perhaps idealistic,
“wish list,” but I believe this entire proposal 1s attainable. Although
the entire project would take a considerable amount to fund, the pri-
oritizing of sections noted above would permit activation in stages
as monies become available. Without research of this caliber, near-
death reports will be forever relegated to society’s fringe, no matter
how famous any experiencer or researcher becomes and regardless
of how much money such individuals make. I invite each and every
one of you to support this endeavor through personal contributions,
public announcements, networking, even fund-raising events of vari-
ous kinds. If we each participate, the project will happen! For myself,
[ will donate 10 percent of the proceeds I make giving talks or work-

shops about the near-death phenomenon, to the fund. This 1s my
commitment. What'’s yours?
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A Philosopher’s View of Near-Death
Research

Carl B. Becker, Ph.D., D.Litt.
Kyoto Unuiversity, Japan

ABSTRACT' This article summarizes some trends and issues raised by a
review of recent articles in the Journal of Near-Death Studies. It points to
a need for clarity on the problems of monism and dualism, on the definitions
of near-death experiences (NDEs), on reasoning by analogy, and on hypothe-
sis testing and falsification. While recognizing the superficial similarities be-
tween NDEs and a broad range of spiritual experiences, psychotic syndromes,

and psychological states, it urges a nonreductionistic focus on those issues
amenable to recognized research methodologies.

The International Association for Near-Death Studies (IANDS) is
approaching its 15th year, and it has grown from a liberal bunch of
long-haired or bearded interns and graduate students of the "70s into
a mainstream organization attracting renowned scholars to speak at
its conferences and write for its professional quarterly Journal of
Near-Death Studies. ] am extremely gratified by this progress, and
depend heavily on the Journal both to keep abreast of the latest
thinking in the field, and to publicize the legitimate scholarly nature
of near-death research to colleagues and other professionals. Lest any
of the following comments be misconstrued, let me first say that I
am deeply grateful to the many authors, reviewers, and editors of
the Journal for the efforts and energies they pour into this research
and its publication.

Kyoto University is known for being Japan’s leading university in
philosophy, and I am privileged to teach some very gifted graduate
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students there. Recently, we studied the last few years of the Journal,
to compare the latest English-language near-death research with that
conducted by Tachibana Takashi in the magazine Bungei Shunju. This
article summarizes some trends and problems our study revealed.
This study may enable future writers to avoid certain conceptual and
linguistic confusions, and may possibly have policy implications for
review standards that our Journal will want to maintain.

Monism and Dualism

From the pre-Socratics to the latest in philosophical encyclopedias,
monism has meant the doctrine that everything is ultimately reduc-
ible to one underlying substrate. Materialist monists, such as Karl
Marx and Mao Tse Tung, reduced everything to matter. Idealist mo-
nists, such as George Berkeley and Mary Baker Eddy, reduced every-
thing to 1deation. By contrast, dualism holds that two fundamentally
disparate kinds of essence make up the universe: physically extended
matter, and nonphysical mentation. While monists face philosophical
problems in explaining phenomena that do not seem to fit their re-
ductionist modes, dualists also face philosophical problems in ex-
plaining the connection and interaction of two fundamentally
unrelated kinds of stuff.

This 1s not the time nor the place to take sides on this millennia-
old debate. It 1s important to note that all of the above theories are
inherently problematic, some more than others; that none of the
above theories 1s unequivocally supported or denied by what we know
of near-death research to date; that while personal survival of death
would stretch the bounds of materialist monism as we know it, still,
if the surviving personality were embodied and extended, there need
be no fundamental conflict with a monist materialism, extended to
allow for other dimensions. The assumptions that monism 1s neces-
sarilly materialism, that materialism 1s necessarily reductionist mo-
nism, and that either i1s incompatible with near-death experience
(NDE) data, are far from demonstrated, although some writers, such
as Kenneth Arnette (1992), seem to write from such assumptions.

At the same time, the fact that people see different things in their
NDEs no more proves that NDEs are illusory or self-created than
the fact that people sailing around the world see different things in
their different cruises proves that their journeys are all hallucina-
tions. While the law of parsimony immortalized as Ockham’s razor
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1s indeed to be applied to scientific theories, as John Wren-Lewis
(1992) wrote, it simply advises us that “entities are not to be mul-
tiplied without necessity; that nothing is to be assumed as necessary,
in accounting for any fact, unless it is established by evident expe-
rience or evident reasoning, or is required by the articles of faith.”
So William of Ockham would be the last scholar to reduce NDEs to
physicalist or materialist monism, because there are facts of “evident
experience that cannot be accounted for without resorting to entities
or aspects not yet understood by physical science (Becker, 1993).

Internal and External Experiences

We must distinguish clearly between experiences as observed from
the outside and as personally experienced. This 1s one difference be-
tween Western medicine, based on examining cadavers and brain
functions from the outside, and Eastern medicine, based on knowing
one’s own psychophysiological responses to drugs, acupuncture, and
meditation. Kach has its place; neither 1s complete in and of itself.
Since the NDE 1s above all an experience, it 1s amenable to both
kinds of observation. Any overemphasis on either side would be a
distortion.

Let me illustrate this concern with the example of falling in love;
feeling at peace, making a discovery, bidding farewell, or any of a
number of other examples might do. Let us imagine that at some
future point, neuroscience will become so advanced that it can “ex-
plain” falling in love physicochemically. It can identify which chemi-
cals the body releases at which moment and are picked up by which
sense receptors; which ions must cross which neuronal membranes
to produce the required loss of concentration or appetite; which in-
fantile imprints or fantasies are subconsciously superimposed on the
other person, and so on. Indeed, if such an analysis were possible,
it might then also be possible to influence people to fall in or out of
love, which would have important ethical and behavioral ramifica-
tions.

Would anyone be so obtuse as to say that that physicochemical
explanation 1s what love feels like and means to the parties who gaze
into each others’ eyes? Surely the feeling of love and the meaning of
love are extremely significant regardless of whether its biophysical
mechanisms are known. For a scientist who had never experienced
the emotion to say he now “understood” love because he could explain
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it neurologically would be as misguided as those critics of transcen-
dental experiences who try to “explain” them by physicochemical ex-
planations but have never experienced ecstasy, or those who would
dismiss out-of-body experiences (OBEs) as mental disturbances, al-
though they themselves have never been out of body.

There 1s much need for neurophysiological research. It may con-
tribute substantially to our understanding of brain functions, even
of when, how, and why people have what kind of NDEs. But let us
not mistake the correlating of NDEs to neurophysical events with
the idea that they can somehow be reduced to neurophysical proc-
esses. Surely the most important aspects of the NDE, the OBE, re-
ligious ecstasy, falling in love, and other subjective phenomena are
present in the experience and impact in the life of the experiencer,
regardless of whether their neurophysiological correlates can be i1den-
tified. At the same time, this does not mean that each experiencer
1s an expert on the subject; on the contrary, one’s own experience
may color one’s perceptions to the extent that one 1s unable to admit
other experiences or interpretations, and we see this trend among

many of the near-death experiencers whose papers appear in this
Journal.

Definitions of Near-Death Experiences

The problem is confounded by the lack of clarity about what we
mean by NDEs. Originally, we used the term NDE to refer to expe-
riences of those near to death. But how near to death does one need
to be? a week away in a hospital? psychologically prepared to die,
like Golden Gate Bridge suicide attemptors? spiritually ready to be
absent from the body, like some meditators? or physically in the
throes of death? As recent studies take an ever broader view of what
constitutes NDEs, it becomes ever harder to tell what can be ex-
cluded as not being an NDE.

Classic approaches to this problem use the ideas of “core experi-
ences,” a Weighted Core Experience Index (WCEI) (Ring, 1980), or
family resemblances between experiences. Philosophically speaking,
the WCEI type of approach i1s problematic if it fails to distinguish
essential and nonessential characteristics.

Consider as an analogy the definition of a university. There are
surely a great number and variety of universities. Some have gym-
nasiums and swimming facilities; others do not. Some have their own
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bookstores, some their own cafeterias, some their own hospitals or
hotels or lakes or desert islands. All of these are what we might call
“incidental” features of universities; it is possible to be a university
without having your own lake or desert island. On the other hand,
there are certain features that are essential to universities, without
which we would be hard pressed to call something a university. For
example, if the institution had no faculty, or no administration, no
post-secondary students, no research programs or facilities, or no de-
gree-granting powers, then we could rightfully say that the institu-
tion were not a proper university, the way the term i1s understood
in English.

A similar argument can be made about NDEs. Features like tun-
nels, noises, out-of-body experiences, and life-reviews, while some-
what common, are hardly unique to NDEs. They are all producible
by physicochemical means, can be encountered in meditation, and
are philosophically peripheral or incidental to the core experience.
There 1s no question that physical stimulation can produce these
parts of the NDE, as researchers like Susan Blackmore and Tom
Troscianko (1989) have taken great pains to emphasize. The question
becomes rather, are there parts of the NDE that cannot be so me-
chanically produced?

Deathbed visions of departed friends, religious figures, or of a “next
world” are fundamental to the NDE, having direct reference to death
and the hereafter, and directly affecting the individual’s feeling about
death and the afterlife. It would make good philosophical sense to
distinguish between NDEs that refer to death or the hereafter, and

those incidental to that core experience. I have argued this point in
great detail elsewhere (Becker, 1993).

Association Games, or Reasoning by Analogical
Implication

A number of articles over the past few years have involved the
association game of “that reminds me of ....” For example, NDEs re-
mind various people of multiple personality disorder and child abuse
cases (Serdahely, 1992, 1993); the Garden of Eden, Peggy Sue, and
boson condensation (Wile, 1994); wormholes to other dimensions
(Arnette, 1992); The Velveteen Rabbit (Kellehear, 1993); Moses 1n the
wilderness (Steinmetz, 1993); kundalini1 (Kieffer, 1994); and the
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movie “2001,” driving the Pennsylvania Turnpike, or a washing ma-
chine commercial (my students).

Of all such analogies, we surely must ask: do they shed light on
important features of the NDE that are not already known without
the use of such analogies? To what extent are they really analogous?
Does the author have a hidden (or not so hidden) agenda? Ill-formu-
lated analogies and hypotheses can hurt, at best, the repute of the
writer and, at worst, that of the journal that accepts them for pub-
lication. Let me elaborate with a few examples.

Multiple Personality Disorder (MPD) and Child Abuse Cases

William Serdehely suggested that “NDEs and MPD may be vari-
ants of the very same experience” (1992, p. 37), a “dissociating from
a painful body” (1993, p. 93). Several observations need to be made
here. First, a great number of NDEs happen to people who have
neither been abused as children, nor are in the least need of escaping
physical or psychological pain at the time of their near-passing. To
generalize that all NDErs are like sexually-abused mental patients
because a few of them are commits the same fallacy for which Sig-
mund Freud became notorious: making pronouncements about the
mental health of the populace based on analysis of a few extremely
unusual patients.

Second, as a health scientist, Serdahely may be unaware of the
analogous debate in anthropological literature concerning the sanity
and child abuse of shamans. Since the early part of the 20th century,
certain scholars had held that shamans suffered from multiple per-
sonality disorder and child abuse, that they had schizophrenic ten-
dencies and were less mentally stable than their peers. However,
careful Rorschach testing and other clinical observations have since
shown conclusively that shamans not only were not schizoid, but in
fact have better mental health than those who lack religious or spiri-
tual grounding (Boyer, Klopfer, Brawer, and Kawai, 1964; Noll, 1985).
We could re-run this whole debate through the NDE world if desired.
But such a research project is hardly required, because its premises
are flawed from the start. The facts that abuse can trigger dissocia-
tion and NDEs can trigger dissociation do not mean that all disso-
ciation comes from abuse nor that NDEs all happen to people who
have been abused. Most NDErs neither have MPD, have been
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abused, nor are mentally unstable, but have a very healthy outlook
on life.

Third, we must look at the implication of this charge. If Serdahely
1s able to tell his patients with MPD that they are not so abnormal
after all, because some people have somewhat similar experiences in
NDEs, then this ploy may be clinically useful, regardless of its ques-
tionable logic. However, if it leads us to conclude that NDErs are
schizophrenic, have MPD, or were abused as children, then this is
not only a travesty of logic but borders on slander and libel.

Consider a very sane and sober contributor to this Journal, who
had once gone on record as reporting her out-of-body experience
(OBE). Imagine she were to apply for a job where someone on the
hiring committee had read and believed Serdahely’s theory that
OBErs are like sexually-abused mental patients. This could easily
cost her the job, or create for her severe interpersonal relationship
problems after being hired, for reasons at first unclear to her. If she
discovers the course of this discrimination, Serdahely will need a
good lawyer on retainer.

Hypotheses are all fine and good; but when they threaten the repu-
tations of the very people whom we are trying to encourage to “go
public” and discuss their experiences, they are more of a disservice
than a service to our fledgling field. So on the grounds of (1) logic,
(2) limitations of the data, and (3) the implications for the field, such

articles ought to be written, edited, and published with extreme cau-
tion.

Wormholes, Boson Condensations, and the Meaning of Life

The logical mistakes in Kenneth Arnette’s (1992) wormhole theory
and Lawrence Wile’s (1994) explanation of the meaning of life by
application of boson condensation theory to Reissner’s fiber are analo-
gous, though they vary in elegance. Both wormholes and Reissner’s
fiber are aspects of the physical world. One (possibly) connects our
dimensions with other physical dimensions; the other (possibly) con-
nects the subcommissural organ and the terminal ventricle, serving
for buoyancy regulation, as shown forty years ago by the late
Masashi Enami (1954) 1n Japan.

NDEs, however, are not physical movements from our three di-
mensions to other dimensions. The body of the NDEr or OBEr re-
mains physically in our dimensions. If anything moves physically out
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of the body and through wormholes to other dimensions, it must be
some kind of matter of which we have no present knowledge. It does
not follow present laws of gravity, friction, inertia, as so on. Proof of
its existence would drastically change our understanding not only of
wormholes, but of physics altogether. But Arnette presented no evi-
dence of such a new form of matter. He committed the common cate-
gory mistake of applying a theory to an inappropriate domain, like
trying to apply the theory of gravity to trigonometry, or of magnetism
to dream interpretation. Even Kenneth Ring sometimes slipped into

this trap: holograms (Ring, 1984), like wormholes, are concepts about
matter, not about mental experience.

Psychiatrist Wile’s confusion is harder to clarify because his claims
are fuzzier. The theory that “Reissner’s fiber” 1s the English name
for the anatomical structure known as the “sushumna nadi” in San-
skrit 1s straightforward and readily testable. We simply need to do
scans of meditating yogins raising their kundalini energy, and see if
Reissner’s fiber is involved. However, the notion of boson condensa-
tion “creating a deeper relationship between our consciousness and
the ultimate frontiers of physics” (Wile, 1994, p. 141) 1s as vague as
it 1s unfalsifiable. On whose 1dentification of the frontiers of physics
shall we rely, and how are we to know that they are the ultimate
ones? Do we all share one consciousness, as this sentence implies?
Or was Wile using the “imperial we,” referring only to his own con-
sciousness? Will this one (collective or imperial) consciousness have
one relationship with the plural frontiers of physics, as this sentence
implies?

Neither consciousness nor the frontiers of physics are physical
things. No one would imagine that either of them is located in, lim-
ited to, or researchable by boson condensation, nor by any other bio-
physical technique, for that matter. We must be careful not to confuse

theories that apply to physical objects and processes with those that
relate to concepts or categories.

Kundalini

I had always thought and spoken very highly of Gop1 Krishna and
kundalini research. However, the subtext of Gene Kieffer’s (1994) ar-
ticle presented a classic case in the history of new religions: (1) the
world’s 1n deep trouble and there’s no time to lose (compare the say-
ings of Jesus or Confucius); (2) we've got the true solution, and it
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will fix everything (again, Jesus or Confucius); (3) why doesn’t anyone
understand me? (4) it must be a conspiracy! “Sound the battle cry ...
[K]Jundalini secrets ... give us the fighting edge in any debate with
those manning the reactionary ramparts ....” (Kieffer, 1994, p. 176).

I believe there 1s much to be said for and about kundalini medi-
tation. It's just that our Journal i1s not the place to say so much,
unless each idea 1s clearly connected to NDEs. I am happy to have
an 1ssue of the Journal contemplate the relation of NDEs to kun-
dalini, and I have defended its doing so to critics. My disappointment
1s that some of the articles are less descriptive of research results,

theories, or methodology appropriate to an academic journal than po-
lemical cants of people with particular religious axes to grind.

Moses in the Wilderness

The analogies between Moses’ experience on Mt. Horeb and NDEs
(Steinmetz, 1993) are again indicative of the problem of definition
alluded to above. As countless earlier studies of shamans and primal
religions have shown, there 1s an extensive range of visionary, dis-
embodied, and otherworldly experience, in which both Moses and
NDEs can find a home. Indeed, because of this very range of expe-
rience, it 1s hard to say that all NDEs are indeed the same experi-
ence: some may have more of the visionary; some, more of the
psychic; and some, more of the ecstatic. English lacks even the vo-
cabulary (more available in Sanskritic languages) to label and dis-
tinguish between many levels of consciousness and mental
experiences. Rather than reducing Moses’ experience to an NDE, or
elevating all NDEs to Horeb heights, we should acknowledge Stein-
metz’ correctness in calling Moses’ an NDE-like experience.

This, of course, raises the question of where we are to draw the
line between NDEs and NDE-like experiences for the purposes of
our Journal. The page between the table of contents and editor’s fore-
word of each issue states that “The Journal publishes articles on
near-death experiences and on the empirical effects and theoretical
implications of such events, and on such related phenomena as out-
of-body experiences, deathbed visions, the experiences of dying per-
sons, comparable experiences occurring under other circumstances....”
(italics added). The criterion of comparability here becomes problem-
atic, but the Journal could easily open itself to anthropological arti-
cles on NDE-like experiences in primal cultures; to psychiatrists’
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reflections on the family resemblances of NDEs and patients’ cases;
to physicists’ reflections on how holograms and wormholes in physical
space remind them of NDEs in mental space. In fact, isn’t that ex-
actly what’s happened? I am not proposing censorship of articles re-
viewed for publication, but that the editorial board, of which I am
still a member, ask that all articles be focused, logical, documented,
nonpartisan, and paying primary attention to NDEs.

Hypothetical Falsifiability and Meaninglessness

One of Karl Popper’s several great contributions to philosophy was
the now widely-accepted definition of meaning in terms of proposi-
tional falsifiability. In short, it states that if no data could conceivably
be adduced, or no method imagined, that might falsify a proposition
or theory, then the proposition or theory i1s not false, but cognitively
empty and meaningless (Popper and Eccles, 1977). This principle has
wide application from philosophy through the hard sciences; it orients
us immediately to ask: on what basis might this theory conceivably
be disconfirmed? It is by searching for such disconfirmations that
science receives 1ts greatest impetus forward. Conversely, if no pos-
sible evidence would dissuade the theory-holder from the theory
(such as Aristotle’s volitional theory of gravity, or, I maintain, certain
of the theories propounded in the articles mentioned above), then
such positions are neither true nor false, but simply cognitively
meaningless. This rule of thumb, already a guideline for philosophers
and scientists in a wide range of fields, ought to be understood and
applied to theory-building in near-death and out-of-body research.

Implications

The field of near-death research i1s not the place for debates about
monism and dualism, which has occupied better philosophers than
us for millenia, and whose resolution, even if possible, would have
no immediate relevance to the survival question. It 1s also not the
place for psychological autobiographies, polemics advocating particu-
lar religions, or articles that effectively discourage further discussion
of NDEs and OBEs. Let us set aside our philosophical differences
and work (1) to assemble as much information as possible about
NDEs and OBEs; (2) not only to make but to test hypotheses about
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these experiences using statistically significant numbers and meth-
odologies; and (3) to make discussion of NDEs and OBEs increasingly

acceptable to the entire academic community through the high level
of our work.
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