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Editor’s Foreword

This i1ssue of the Journal includes both theoretical approaches to
near-death experiences (NDEs) and empirical studies testing specific
hypotheses. We lead off with a Guest Editorial by psychologist James
Crumbaugh exploring the relevance to near-death studies of mathe-
matician Frank Tipler's Omega Point Theory. Crumbaugh suggests that
Tipler’s brand of reductionism not only allows for spiritual phenomena,
but offers mathematical proof of survival of bodily death, bestowing sci-
entific legitimacy to religious and noetic concepts such as near-death
experiences (NDEs). In another theoretical paper, forensic examiner
and transpersonal psychologist Daryl Paulson explores an integrated
model of NDEs that gives equal weight to three ostensibly conflicting
perspectives: the NDE as a glimpse of an afterlife, the NDE as an arti-
fact of a dying brain, and the NDE as a cultural phenomena. Paulson
argues that no interpretation of NDEs can be complete without taking
into account all three of these domains.

Next, transpersonal psychologist and counselor educator Kevin
Prosnick presents a study investigating the relationship between NDEs,
mystical and “peak” experiences, and measures of self-actualization
and Gestalt resistance processes or psychological defenses. He reports
that although NDEs were correlated with other mystical experiences,
they were not significantly associated with self-actualization, nor with
psychological defensiveness. In another empirical study, physician and
medicolegal consultant Linz Audain explores the role of the “fear-death
experience” as a cause of NDEs. As hypothesized, a significantly greater
number of NDEs were precipitated by traumatic circumstances that
might be associated with fear of imminent death, rather than by pro-
longed illness; however, his second hypothesis, that men, being more
aggressive and risk-taking, report more NDEs than do women, was re-
jected. Audain then speculated on different mechanisms by which fear
of death might produce NDEs.

This issue contains two book reviews. Transpersonal psychologist
Jenny Wade reviews sociologists Craig Lundahl and Harold Widdison’'s
The Eternal Journey, a comprehensive glimpse at the afterlife re-
vealed in NDEs; and psychologist and shamanic student Timothy
Green reviews Australian shaman and NDEr Robert Moss's Conscious

Dreaming, which prescribes using “active dreaming” as a guide in one’s
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spiritual path. We end this issue with letters to the editor from Indian
scholar V. Krishnan, questioning elements of the “theory of essence” pre-
sented in earlier issues of the Journal by psychologist Kenneth Arnette;
by German surgeon Thomas Angerpointner objecting to gerontologist
Bruce Horacek’s review in the Journal of pediatrician Melvin Morse
and Paul Perry’s Parting Visions; and by Horacek in response.

Bruce Greyson, M.D.




Guest Editorial

A Contribution of Tipler’s Omega
Point Theory to Near-Death Studies

James C. Crumbaugh, Ph.D.
Biloxi, MS

ABSTRACT: A fundamental principle of behavioral and natural scientists is
reductionism: all mental phenomena can be reduced to a physical basis. Phe-
nomena that have no physical basis cannot really exist. For most scientists
this rules out transpersonal, spiritual or noetic, and religious phenomena,
all of which maintain strongly antireductionist positions. Thus near-death re-
searchers have an uphill battle to stay scientifically afloat. However, math-
ematician Frank Tipler argues that, while reductionism is necessary to the
scientific world, it does not negate the religious, noetic, or spiritual dimension
of human experience. He demonstrates by hard-core physics the existence of
(od and religious and spiritual phenomena. While the proofs he offers can be
understood only by other astrophysicists, his overall viewpoint 1s comprehensi-
ble by laypeople. I present his concepts and arguments, and highlight the value
of this orientation for near-death studies. Tipler's work takes the steam out of
scientific rejection of religious, spiritual, or noetic phenomena, and makes 1t
possible to accept these phenomena while maintaining a strictly scientific pos-
ture. Near-death researchers can gain a greater degree of scientific acceptance
by adopting Tipler’s position on reductionism.

The Omega Point Theory defines The Physics of Immortality (Tipler,
1994), in which Frank Tipler, Professor of Mathematics at Tulane Uni-
versity, used hard-core physics and mathematics as a solution to prove
the probability of survival of personality after death. The course of
events predicted by this theory is consistent with the most common ba-
sic events reporied in the literature on near-death experiences (NDEs).

James C. Crumbaugh, Ph.D., 1s a clinical psychologist in private practice since VA
retirement. This paper i1s based on a paper presented at the International Association for
INear-Death Studies Annual Conference in San Antonio, TX, in November, 1997. Reprint
requests should be addressed to Dr. Crumbaugh at 140 Balmoral Avenue, Biloxi, MS
39531-4701.
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Throughout the ages the most difficult part of the survival hypothesis
has been the development of a physics that would permit personality
to survive death of the physical body. The majority of philosophers as
well as behavioral and physical scientists have rejected the possibil-
ity of survival on the grounds of this failure. Most of the remainder
have simply assumed, as many believing religionists do, that such a
physics exists but is beyond human understanding and therefore not
to be questioned.

A few scientists have continued to struggle with the problem. Among
them have been Kenneth Ring (1982), who proposed the original idea
that personality i1s carried by patterns of interacting wave phenom-
ena much like those used in producing a hologram, and that the entire
coding pattern can be reproduced by any small portion of that inter-
ference pattern that can be obtained. The late C. J. Ducasse, Professor
of Philosophy at Brown University, employed the concept of a “psychic
double,” but did not theorize specifically as to its nature (Crumbaugh,
1956).

Raymond Wheeler (1935) and Gardner Murphy (1945) used an anal-
ogy stemming from the gestalt psychologists’ concept of transposition,
in which interacting energy fields follow a pattern isomorphic to the
personality pattern, as a map 1s isomorphic to a country but not of the
same material nature. Of course, the nature of these interacting energy
fields remains unknown, though it is presumably a type of interaction
between wave motions 1n energy fields that act in a similar fashion to
those in the brain. I have extended this analogy to what happens in
a tape recording (Crumbaugh, 1956). Let us say that Judy Garland’s
singing “Over the Rainbow” is recorded on a tape, and the tape is de-
stroyed. One can recreate her voice at any time by a process analogous
to but not 1dentical with her vocal cords. This process may occur in a
phonograph record, a motion picture film, or a videotape, and so forth.
They all can reproduce the music pattern and Garland’s vocal timbre
to the extent that, by listening alone, one could not determine whether
It were a recording or really she.

Now 1f the record 1s destroyed, the potential to recreate the voice
and song exists as long as there is another recording in some form. But
what if no such form can be found? Is this the end of Garland? Not if the
number of songs and voices is finite, so that any combination could be
reproduced by reproducing all possible combinations. And the number
ts finite, both as to music and as to personalities

But one may ask—or perhaps gasp—whether I am suggesting that
one could resurrect Garland by recreating not only everyone who ever
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did live, but also everyone who ever could have lived? Yes, I am sug-
gesting something like that, though one could before completing the re-
productions cull out many of the unwanted ones by restricting the
known parameters. For example, one might limit reproduction to the
pitch range of the song, or the time signature, and so forth. Still a fan-
tastic number of songs would be left, many of which had never been
composed previously by human beings. Would all of these be recreated?
Yes, they would; though the unwanted ones could then be destroyed.
And, of course, in this total process a higher power must exist to carry
out the resurrections and then the selections. And in this analogy we
are the higher power.

But, one may shout, are we going to murder all of these never-before-
existent human beings that we created? No; we could, but we wouldn't,
unless these individuals wanted to be exterminated. But who would
feed, clothe and house all of these resurrected beings, even all of those
who did exist? Tipler’s answer is that the Omega Point would. And it
would take our place as the higher power, or God. Manipulations of mass
and energy—which are potentially interchangeable as in the formula
E mc*—could utilize all of the cosmic materials, including stars.
comets, planets, galaxies, and so forth, that were not already used in the
resurrection process. The whole Omega Point process 1s a supercosmic
utilization of everything that exists. The concepts of Ring, Wheeler,
Murphy, Crumbaugh, and Ducasse can all be seen as analogous to the
physical concepts of Omega Point Theory.

So what is this mysterious Omega Point? Does it have any phys-
ical reality, or is it just a mathematical concept? It is both. In The
Physics of Immortality, Tipler (1994) delineated the future of the hu-
man race, indeed of all life in the universe and of the entire cosmos,
showing that the physics of it all is consistent throughout cosmic his-
tory, and that the Big Bang of some 15 billion years ago will culminate
some 85 billion years in the future in a colossal crash. This crash rep-
resents what the Jesuit philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin has
described as the end point, or Omega Point, the Big Bang being the
beginning or Alpha Point. Of course, time estimates may differ wildly,
but at present the “closed universe” cosmologists seem to favor a span
of some 100 billion years between the Alpha and the Omega Points. And
Tipler’s theory will work only if it is a closed universe—that is, if the
universe reaches a critical point of expansion and then “crashes.” If it
1s an eternally expanding universe or an “open” universe, there is no
hope for life in the long run: everything will eventually grow cold and
die out. But in spite of some recent studies favoring an open universe,
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at present the majority of astrophysicists seem to favor the closed uni-
verse concept. If true, the Omega Point can change human history, res-
urrect the dead, and create the second Eden, this time one of eternal
bliss.

How does this relate to near-death studies? It relates through the fact
that if Omega Point Theory i1s correct, the most commonly described
NDE phenomena can be delineated under it. To understand this, let
us sketch the basic principles of this theory and examine the elements
that are common to both it and the typical NDE. The first and biggest
advantage of Tipler’'s argument i1s that it accepts the noetic or spir-
itual dimension of human experience on the one hand, while on the
other hand embracing a fundamental principle of both behavioral and
physical hard sciences: reductionism, which most scientists consider
essential to scientific understanding.

The concept of reductionism goes back to British Empiricist philoso-
pher John Locke’s dictum that “Nothing is in the intellect which is
not first in the senses.” In other words, all mental processes that re-
ally exist have a physical basis, and if religious concepts like the “soul”
cannot be detected by physical means in a physical medium, they can-
not actually exist. Religious, spiritual, or noetic points of view usu-
ally have hit a scientific stone wall by maintaining an antireductionist
position.

Thus a wedge has long been driven between hard science and reli-
gious/spiritual phenomenological concepts, with an uneasy peace that
has boiled down to “live and let live”: religion is allowed on Sunday,
provided we return to science on Monday. But Tipler argues that both
reductionist and spiritual concepts are valid. He does this by showing
that while all that is real is physical, the “spirit” is also physical. No,
there 1s not any “soul” floating around without any material medium:
In fact, the spirit ceases to exist when the body dies. But at the Omega
Point it will be resurrected, even though the entire process is physical.
[t might be noted here that the late Herbert Armstrong, founder of the
World Wide Church of God, had a similar concept.

S0 how do we get to this Omega Point? First, we must get used to
the fact that, as both philosophers and scientists, as well as most the-
ologians of both mainstream Christianity and Judaism have agreed,
experienced time 1s a human construct that does not exist objectively.
Of course, chronos or “proper” or siderial or “star” time functions apart
from human experience. But what the Greeks called kairos or experi-
enced time, in which a “siderial hour” may seem forever in a dentist’s
chair but only a moment in the arms of a loved one, ceases to exist at the




JAMES C. CRUMBAUGH

moment of death. Therefore the approximately 15 billion years that the
cosmologists generally seem to estimate since the Big Bang creation of
the universe may be only a short blip on a radar screen in comparison
with the 85 or so billion years that lie ahead before we reach the Omega
Point, the “end of time” or collapse and crash of the universe, the point
at which Tipler said the resurrection will occur.

What creates this collapse? As noted on page 7, a preliminary axiom
1s that the universe is “closed,” rather than “open” or expanding forever.
The collapse follows from the universe’s expanding to the point at which
its critical mass is balanced by the gravitational strength of withdrawal
from the expansion. Upon reaching this Omega Point, there is a “crash”
due to a sort of “zero point” at which Tipler predicts, from known laws
of physics, that certain fantastic things will happen. To understand this
we must back up a bit to see what has been going on during the progress
toward this Omega Point.

Tipler holds that our future belongs to a New World of cosmic travel
unveilled by the astronauts, just as our present belongs to the New
World opened up by Christopher Columbus. We will be forced by cos-
mic activity to abandon Earth and use its material elsewhere. During
the 85 or so billion years before the “end of time” in the siderial sense,
fantastic developments of the quantum computer now on the drawing
board will make possible the resurrection of all deceased personalities
by stmulation, the approximate regeneration of all bodies previously
alive, followed by emulation, the regeneration in exact detail, at which
point conscious experience will resume under the “Rip Van Winkle ef-
fect,” as if no time has passed since death.

But what if the human race destroys itself by the atomic bomb before
ever getting close to this end point? Tipler held that what 1s known as
the “Eternal Life Postulate” will prevent this from happening. This pos-
tulate, like the Omega Point Theory itself, is far too complex to attempt
to explain here, for only advanced mathematical physicists and cosmol-
ogists could follow Tipler’'s development of the advanced formulas upon
which these concepts rest. Tipler presents the data by which such ad-
vanced scientists can follow and verify the logic of his conclusions; he
occupies the last third of his book with these. The general meanings
behind the many equations are comparatively easy to grasp, however,
and Tipler wrote that anyone with a high school education should be
able to follow them.

Whether or not the latter is true, the general reader will find his book
fascinating and will marvel at the depth of scholarship through which
Tipler encompassed almost every type of cosmic and astrophysical
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concept, as well as virtually all systems of religion and philosophy in
relation to each of the concepts in his theory. At this point the reader
may be again asking just how such fantastic cosmology can relate to
NDEs. The answer 1s that the passage of siderial or cosmological time
from present death to the Omega Point involves the extensiveness of
“black holes,” dark matter that is too dense and therefore too heavy for
light to escape from it, and cosmic travel through such space and eons
of siderial time; and that everything that happens during those eons is
compressed by the Rip Van Winkle effect to the kairos or experienced
time of no more than going through a dark tunnel to the bright light
and brilliant expanse of a New Life. This is predicted both by Omega
Point Theory and noetic science as the end result, in which formerly
living personalities are recreated.

[s this not a parallel to the most commonly reported type of NDE?
And these formerly living personalities are not only recreated, but also,
through the emulation process, recreated as the individual he or she
wishes to be: one can choose to have a perfect body with all defects cor-
rected, and as sexually attractive as one desires. Sex exists in Heaven,
but there 1s no conflict over it, as each person can choose to have a per-
fect partner. The Omega Point will compute and produce this for each
individual. And there is a “purgatory” through which those who have
lived “badly,” in ways that are inconsistent with social welfare, are given
a chance to travel. They will be required to choose either “purification”
or eternal destruction (permanent death).

How all of this can work from the standpoint of hard-core physics is
beyond the scope of the present paper. One must read Tipler’s book to
appreciate that he is not only serious but competent in presenting his
work and in demonstrating the physics behind it, as well as presenting
possible experimental designs that would test it.

Il was granted an interview with Tipler, and as a result can testify
that he is a level-headed person who not only believes passionately in
his work but also can support it well through fingertip knowledge of
every facet of the physics involved. Since I did not connect Omega Point
Theory with NDEs at the time of that interview, I did not elicit Tipler’s
views on these phenomena. But it appears that NDE concepts can fit
this theory without damage to either, and near-death researchers can
gain an advantage through acceptance of reductionism without loss
of the noetic or spiritual dimension. The latter can bring near death
studies into the scientific community and thereby gain a higher level
of scientific respectability, which will create a more receptive attitude
on the part of scientific journals for publication of near-death studies.
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It seems clear furthermore that the study of Omega Point Theory may
be a possible source of new leads in the development of NDE theory
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The Near-Death Experience: An

Integration of Cultural, Spiritual,
and Physical Perspectives

Daryl S. Paulson, Ph.D.

BioScience Laboratories. Inc.

ABSTRACT: The near-death experience (NDE) has been studied extensively
from two conflicting perspectives: that the NDE i1s a glimpse into an after-death
state and that it i1s the result of a dying brain. Of late a third perspective has
emerged, that of NDEs being culturally determined. | propose an integrated
model in which all three perspectives are viewed with equal weight

The near death experience (NDE) has been studied extensively from
a variety of perspectives (Atwater, 1988; Becker, 1993; Berman, 1996;
Blackmore, 1993; Doore, 1990; Gallup & Proctor, 1982; Greyson & Flynn,
1984: Kastenbaum, 1984: Kastenbaum & Kastenbaum, 1989: Kellehear,
1996; Miller, 1997; Moody, 1975; Osis & Haraldsson, 1997; Ring, 1980,
1984; Rinpoche, 1992; Sabom, 1982; Sutherland, 1992; Zaleski, 1987).
Over the years, two major divergent groups have emerged. One sug-
gests that NDEs may be a glimpse into an after-death life state and, at
the very least, provide increased personal meaning from the subjective
experience. The other views NDEs as being merely the result of a dying
brain. Of late, a third perspective has entered the arena, that NDEs
reflect of cultural and social influences. In the first part of this paper, |
will review current literature concerning the NDE and how it applies
to each of these three domains.

Subjective (Spiritual) Domain

The subjective experience of the NDEr is the area of interest for this
domain, as it is the focus area for those who argue that the NDE may

Daryl S. Paulson, Ph.D., 1s President and Chief Executive Officer of BioScience Lab-
oratories, Inc. Reprint requests may be addressed to Dr. Paulson there at P.O. Box 190,
Bozeman, MT 59711-0190
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provide a peek into an after-life state of being. Prominent investiga-
tors who have studied in this domain include Elisabeth Kubler-Ross.
Raymond Moody, Kenneth Ring, Bruce Greyson, Carl Becker, Michael
Sabom, Marie-Louise von Franz, William Serdahely, Cherie Suther-
land, and Melvin Morse. Many popular writers who have experienced
near-death states, such as Betty Eadie (Eadie and Taylor, 1992) and
Dannion Brinkley (Brinkley and Perry, 1994), also focus in this domain.

Moody (1975) constructed an ideal or complete NDE which embod-
ied all the common elements of the NDE and the order in which they
typically occur. Although his model is the one on which all subsequent
near-death research was based, it 1s important to keep in mind that his
prototypical NDE narrative 1s not representative of any one person’s
experience but a composite of many individual experiences. Ring (1980)
differentiated this “core” model into five distinct experience stages
which he called the “basic thanatomimetic narrative™: (1) feeling peace;
(2) bodily separation; (3) entering the darkness; (4) seeing the light; and
(5) entering the light. Ring (1980) described this model as linear and
invariant, so that the more stages experienced, the deeper the NDE
was thought to be. But as other investigators reported their findings,
it became clear that the NDE was neither exclusively linear nor a pro-
cess of invariant stages (Becker, 1993; Berman, 1996; Kellehear, 1996
Rinpoche, 1992; Serdahely, 1995; Sutherland, 1992).

Greyson (1993) proposed a four-fold subjective typology to be used
for studying NDEs, which includes (1) cognitive, (2) affective, (3) para-
normal and (4) transcendental components. The cognitive category in-
cludes thoughts and thought processes during the NDE, such as the
life review, a distorted concept of time, and cognitive understanding of
the NDE by the experiencer. The affective category includes the NDEr’s
feeling states during the NDE, such as peace, joy, bliss, and feelings of
unity at a cosmic level. The paranormal category includes phenomena
such as perceived travel out of one’s physical body during the NDE, pre-
cognitive insights or visions experienced, extrasensory perception, and
hyperacute sensual awareness. The transcendental category includes
perceived travel to otherworldly realms, encounters with mystical be-
Ings, assistance by spirits, and the perception of a barrier, often referred
to as “the point of no return.”

It 1s interesting to note that there are a number of similarities be-
tween NDEs and states of consciousness described in various spiri-
tual traditions such as Tibetan Buddhism (Govinda, 1959), yoga the-
ory (Aurobindo, 1970, 1976; Chaudhuri, 1965), esoteric Christianity
(Underhill, 1955), Theosophy (Blavatsky, 1979), and neo-Theosophy
(Bailey, 1936), as well as various meditative states (Goleman, 1977;
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Shapiro and Walsh, 1984) and altered states of consciousness (Tart,
1975), particularly those occurring after the ingestion of hallucinogens
or after holotropic breathing (Grof, 1988). For example, individuals par-
ticipating in various spiritual practices, experiencing holotropic breath-
Ing states of consciousness, and confronting Jungian archetypal images
In dreams and active imagination practices often report witnessing the
various gods and goddesses of mythology, as well as their own higher
Self (Aurobindo, 1976; Grof, 1988: Jung, 1980: Rowan, 1993: Vaughan.,
1995; von Franz, 1997; Whitmont, 1969). These figures may relate
strongly to the “being of light” (Moody, 1975) and the various religious
figures often reported by NDErs. Additionally, regions of consciousness
described as the void or formlessness are commonly reported and dis-
cussed iIn the literature as associated with various spiritual traditions
and the NDE (Bailey and Yates, 1996).

Objective (Physical) Domain

The objective or physical i1s the focus domain of most biophys-
10logically oriented investigators (Blackmore, 1993; Blackmore and
Troscianko, 1988; Carr, 1981, 1982; Jansen, 1991, 1997; Nuland, 1994;
Persinger, 1983, 1989; Rodin, 1980, 1989). Investigators focused in this
domain tend to “explain” the NDE as an expression of a dying brain, and
only that. Ernst Rodin (1980) argued that, as the oxygen in the brain
declines to levels that do not support lucidity, anoxia occurs, result-
ing in hallucinations, mostly wishful, as death engulfs the individual.
Daniel Carr (1981, 1982) and Karl Jansen (1991, 1997) wrote that the
NDE 1s a result of endorphins or other neurochemicals produced to re-
lieve the person of the pain and/or terror of death. Michael Persinger
(1983) argued that instability and activity in the brain’s right tempo-
ral lobe are responsible for the generation of NDEs, a view that Susan
Blackmore also supports. Blackmore (1993) suggested that the tunnel
experience with the perceived light at the end i1s the result of anoxia
creating cortical disinhibition.

Biophysiologically oriented investigators usually define out-of-body
states as autoscopic hallucinations caused by psychic trauma to the
dying brain. That is, under the stress of dying, humans dissociate from
their self-identity or ego and perceive themselves to be out of their
bodies, when actually they are not (Kaplan and Saddock, 1995).

Moreover, there are numerous reports of phenomena similar to NDEs,
resulting from increased carbon dioxide levels in the bloodstream and
anesthetics such as nitrous oxide, chloroform, ether, and ketamine
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(Blackmore, 1993; Meduna, 1950; Parkin, Miller, and Vincent, 1987).
Additionally, fighter pilots subjected to rapid acceleration in training
have reportedly lost consciousness from lack of blood oxygen to their
brains, the so-called G-LOC phenomenon, and had near death-like
experiences when they clearly were not in an “actual death episode”
(Whinnery, 1989, 1997).

Cultural Domain

The term “cultural” refers to an intersubjective, shared world view
attributable to social groupings (Honigmann, 1963; Merton, 1957). The
world view consists of a common language, values, beliefs, rules, un-
derstanding and goals shared by groups within a society, as well as by
the society as a whole. Culture is society’s “personality” and is an evo-
lutionary process that emerges as humans interact (Newman, 1997).
Through culture, humans establish an order of conduct dictating how
to act, how to dress, what to do, and what to say in a multitude of spe-
cific social situations (Newman, 1997; Parsons, 1951). Culture imprints
humans’ very ability to communicate with one another (De Saussure,
1959; Hoy, 1978; Polkinghorne, 1983).

Relative to NDEs, those who focus in the cultural domain argue that
their interpretation of the NDE provides the correct explanation of the
phenomenon (Doore, 1990; Kellehear, 1996; Sutherland, 1992). They
point out that individuals who have NDEs report phenomena that are
“culturally determined.” Simply stated, a Christian tends to experience
and interpret the NDE in Christian terms, a Buddhist in Buddhist
terms, and an African tribal member in terms of that tribe’s shared be-
liefs (Campbell, 1959; Eliade, 1954; Grof, 1994; Kellehear, 1996; Zaleski,
1987). This phenomenon has long been known in the field of clinical psy-
chology, for instance, where Jungians have Jungian dreams and Jun-
gian interpretations, Freudians have Freudian dreams and Freudian
interpretations, and existentialists have existential ones (Caligor and
May, 1968; Progoff, 1956; Vaughan, 1995).

Which Domain Is Correct?

The salient points of this paper are that all three NDE viewpoints
are correct, because each explains the NDE from different but valid
perspective, and that all three domains are interrelated. One cannot
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adequately describe the NDE without taking into account all three
domains since a multi-domain reality has been encountered. Inter-
actions between multiple domains have been discussed repeatedly in
recent years, for example in the realms of developmental psychology
(Alexander and Langer, 1990; Commons, Richards, and Armon, 1984;
Commons, Sinnott, Richards, and Armon, 1989; Kegan, 1994; Miller
and Cook-Greuter, 1994: Sinnott, 1994: Sinnott and Cavanaugh, 1991:
Sternberg, 1990), in statistical model building (Bailey, 1977; Box,
Hunter, and Hunter, 1978; Christensen, 1977; Gibbons, 1976; Johnson
and Wichern, 1982; Montgomery, 1991; Neter and Wasserman, 1974;
Paulson, 1995; Rivett, 1980; Shapiro and Gross, 1981) and in qual-
itative experimental design processes (Borg and Gall, 1989, Denzin
and Lincoln, 1994; Moustakas, 1990, 1994: Patton, 1990; Paulson,
1997hb).

Early classical Greek philosophy categorized, and thus differenti-
ated, human life into three spheres: morality, science, and art, which
were constituents of Plato’s “The Good, the True, and the Beautiful”
(Copleston, 1960). The Good (morality) represented ethics and justice;
the Beautiful (art), personal subjective aesthetics; and the True, the
objective reality represented by science. Differentiation ultimately led
to dissociation of the three life spheres, and to a large degree 1s what
defines modernity (Anderson, 1995; Cahoone, 1996). Once dissociation
occurred, science grew dramatically in both size and success, proclaim-
ing that the other two spheres were inferior.

Ken Wilber (1995, 1996, 1997), a human science theorist, has fur-
ther refined and integrated these three categories. The subjective, aes-
thetic areas corresponding to subjective beauty and valuation in
general can be described in “I” terms. Morality, or the Good, which in-
volves intersubjective, shared, mutual understanding, can be described
in “We” terms. Truth, being objective, empirical knowledge, can be de-
scribed in “It” terms. Additionally, Wilber argued (1995) that science
(It) commits a logical error by reducing the other two spheres, “I” and
“We,” to “Its.” A number of other individuals have voiced the same
concern (Assagioli, 1965; Bugental, 1965; Maslow, 1966, 1971; May.
1953; Polanyi, 1958; Polkinghorne, 1983; Schneider and May, 1995; von
Bertalanftfy, 1968).

According to Wilber (1995, 1996, 1997), these domains—the “Big
Three"—are represented, to some degree, in all phenomena. In the fi-
nal section of this paper, I will show how the “Big Three” describe the
NDE, asillustrated in Figure 1, keeping in mind that they are interdep-
endent.
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It

Objective medical vital
sign indices,

physiological functions
and revival techniques

Subjective expenence
of the NDEr

We

Cultural influences on
NDE (world view,
beliefs, shared values,
language, symbols,
Signs, goals)

Figure 1. Near-death experience composed of Objective
(It), Subjective (1), and Cultural (We) Domains

The Near Death Experience in Terms of the “Big Three”

The objective domain, described as the “It” domain, represents med-
ical vital signs, physiological functions of the NDEr, as well as re-
vival procedures employed. In short, this “It” domain 1s the “objective
(physical) domain” previously discussed. Cultural aspects, described as
the “We” domain, correspond to the previously discussed “cultural do-
main.” The personal subjective experience exists in the sphere of the
“I” domain. It typifies what 1 have called the “subjective (spintual)
domain.”

A General Approach to Research Designs

There are a number of valid experimental approaches to collecting
useful data, such as the heuristic, phenomenological, or biostatisti-
cal (Montgomery, 1991; Moustakas, 1990, 1994; Patton, 1990; Paulson,
1995, 1997b, 1998), that provide accurate and reliable information as
long as the theories generated from the data are based on the collected
data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).




DARYL S. PAULSON

The validity claims of each of the three domains can be confirmed, de-
nied, validated, or rejected, on the basis of incisive criteria of fallibility
(Audi, 1995; Regis, 1959; Wilber, 1995). There are three general crite-
ria in conducting a valid study, which provide valid data for each of the
three domains. The first criterion is use of a nonbiased, impartial re-
search design, either qualitative or quantitative, to collect accurate and
precise data (Borg and Gall, 1989; Paulson, 1995). In order to assure
validity, research designs must satisfy “internal validity” requirements,
such as random sampling, nonbiased sampling or questioning, non-
confounding of variables, measuring or describing significant variables
using appropriate instrumentation, not confusing correlation with cau-
sation, awareness of one’'s own bias, prevention or acknowledgment of
variable interaction, sufficient sample size to reduce the probability of
both Type I and Type Il errors, and prevention of the Hawthorne and
John Henry effects (Borg and Gall, 1989; Campbell and Stanley, 1963;
Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Gibbons, 1976; Goldstein, 1964; Patton, 1990;
Paulson, 1987: Velleman and Hoaglin, 1981).

The second criterion in conducting a valid study is that interpretation
must be grounded in the collected data. That is, the interpretation must
fit the data; the data must not be “massaged” to fit the interpretation or
model (Ehrenberg, 1975; Moustakas, 1990, 1994; Patton, 1990; Paulson,
1987, 1995). The third criterion 1s that research studies should also be
replicated in other geographic locations, using different subjects, and
different investigators, to confirm the results obtained and the interpre-
tation of those results. This will assist in assuring the “external validity”
of the results (Montgomery, 1991; Patton, 1990; Paulson, 1995, 1997a).

Validity of Each Sphere

The “I” domain, the subjective (spiritual) perspective, 1s the region
of subjective experience of the NDEr during the near death episode.
Valid study results require truthfulness on the part of the NDEr in re-
porting the experience (Merton, 1957; Moustakas, 1990; Wilber, 1995).
Since one is not dealing with observable behavior, but with internal
states of consciousness, the only way one can access the NDEr’s in-
terior i1s through dialogue and interpretation. Two invalidating situa-
tions, termed sociologically the manifest and latent problems (Merton,
1957; Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 1990), may arise in interpreting the
NDE phenomenon. The manifest problem occurs when the NDEr is con-
sciously not telling the truth about his or her subjective experience. It
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1s viewed as a surface structure problem, for it is more easily identified
than is the latent problem. The latent problem occurs when the NDEr
1s not consciously aware of being untruthful due to the action of psycho-
logical defense mechanisms, such as repression, suppression, or denial,
preventing accurate NDE recall. This is considered a deep structure
problem, for it 1s very difficult to identify. The validity claim in this
area 1s based, then, not only on the NDEr’s willingness, but on his or
her ability to report truthfully the inner experience (Moustakas, 1994).
And if the NDEr is telling the truth, is it the whole truth, or are deeper,
unrecognized truths present (Wilber, 1995)? Whether or not the NDE is
a peek into a life-after-death stage can be neither confirmed nor refuted.
That the NDE can have an effect on the experiencer’s post NDE life has
been confirmed (Bailey and Yates, 1996; Ring, 1984; Sutherland, 1992).

The “It” domain, the objective (physical) perspective, is the region of
observable physiological/biochemical characteristics of the NDEr, such
as blood pressure, electrocardiogram, and carbon dioxide and oxygen
blood gas levels (Gilman, Goodman, Rall, and Murad, 1985). For the
data to be valid, they must accurately represent the NDEr's physi-
cal indices (Berveridge, 1957; Box, Hunter, and Hunter, 1978; Neter
and Wasserman, 1974; Paulson, 1997a). There are, of course, surface
and deep layers of truth, but these are available through observation,
rather than interpretation. Deeper levels of observation become ever
more available as new methods and more sensitive monitoring equip-
ment come into use (Bailey, 1977).

The “We” domain, the cultural perspective, is dependent upon under-
standing the NDEr’s cultural nuances, his or her morals, ethics, values,
religious beliefs, and cultural world views, and, therefore, it is depen-
dent on interpretation (Carr, 1948; Habermas, 1973; Searle, 1995). For
the data to be valid, the researcher must command a knowledge, at once
both broad and detailed, of the culture in question.

[t should also be recognized that much of what we call reality is con-
structed or invented by cultures (Newman, 1997). The degree to which
reality 1s constructed, however, is bound by objective reality (Searle,
1995). What humans believe to be true or real i1s often only partially
so. Sociologists (Geertz, 1973; Merton, 1957; Newman, 1997; Parsons,
1951) are 1n general agreement, stating that three stages are present
in socially-constructed reality: externalization, objectivation, internal-
1zation. Externalization is the initial stage, in which a theory, opinion
or belief 1s accepted as “tentatively” being true. Objectivation is the
next stage, in which the theory, opinion or belief is accepted as “fact.”
Internalization 1s when the “accepted fact” is incorporated into a per-
son’s psyche as “absolute” truth.
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In evaluating and interpreting the NDE from the cultural perspec-
tive, at least two levels of meaning exist: surface and deep. The sur-
face level looks at cultural motifs, the shared symbology of the culture
(Merton, 1957). Yet at a deeper level, the cultural aspect of the NDE
reinforces the cultural group’s identity, leading to a deeper bonding
of those in the culture (Newman, 1997; Parsons, 1951). For both the
surface and deep structures, it is important to determine if the inter-
pretation is really true. If true, is it the whole truth or are there other
truths at deeper levels?

Integration

Because each of the three viewpoints partially describes the NDE,
1t will be most valuable to integrate all three into one cohesive model.
Robert Kegan (1994), Jan Sinnott (1994), and Wilber (1995, 1996, 1997)
have argued that it may be useful to apply “post-formal” cognitive pro-
cesses when trying to understand complex, multi-dimensional phenom-
ena such as the NDE, holding and integrating various divergent do-
mains within one model. Each of the three domain perspectives, then,
must be held in mind simultaneously. That is, each domain must be
valued for its valid, but partial contribution to understanding this multi-
dimensional phenomenon. For example, it is to be expected that physi-
cal correlates exist that correspond to the subjectively experienced phe-
nomena of NDEs. Hence, both are equally important to understanding
NDEs. Additionally, one’s subjective experiences and interpretations of
them by an investigator will be colored by the shared cultural beliefs,
values, and expectations of both (Carr, 1948; Merton, 1957; Parsons,
1951). Integration, then, does not favor any perspective; it is aper-
spective (Paulson, 1993). With this said, investigators can still study
their preferred domain of interest; however, they should recognize that
greater understanding of the NDE requires the acknowledgment of
truths revealed in all three domains.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the NDE can be studied from a subjective perspective,
a physical perspective, and a cultural perspective. Each perspective
has a portion of the truth, but is not the whole truth. To better under-
stand the NDE is to study it from a full model, three-sphere perspec-
tive, honoring the insight to this unique phenomenon provided by each
domain.
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