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Editor’s Foreword

T'his 1ssue of the Journal opens with a Guest Editorial by philosopher
Michael Grosso urging a reconsideration of research on the afterlife.
(Grosso notes that humankind’s earliest approach to the question of
immortality involved experiential explorations by shamans, which was
succeeded over the centuries by mythology, philosophy, spiritualism,
and psychical research. He suggests that the dominant Western faitn
In logic as the ultimate source of truth changed the question from one
of immortality to one of mere survival of bodily death, and entangled us
In the logical impasse of the “superpsi” hypothesis. Grosso argues that
resurrecting the shamanic tradition, not to replace logical inference
but to augment it with an experiential and pragmatic approach, may
revitalize afterlife research.

This 1ssue also includes three empirical articles on crosscultural re-
search on near-death experiences (NDEs). First, Hubert Knoblauch,
Ina Schmied, and Bernt Schnettler report the first German survey of
NDEs. They found that about 4 percent of the general population re-
ported NDEs, which were more diverse than previous studies would
have suggested and seemed to reflect religious and cultural differences.
Next, Australian medical sociologist Allan Kellehear reports a century-
old account of an Hawanan NDE and compares and contrasts it to more
recent accounts of Polynesian NDEs, concluding that NDE content ap-
pears to be shaped in part by cultural influences. Finally, Italian psychi-
atric nurse Laura Cunico reports a study of knowledge of and attitudes
toward NDEs among nurses 1n ltalian hospitals, and finds that per-
sonal experience with experiencers was associated both with greater
knowledge of NDEs and with more positive attitudes toward these phe-
nomena.

This 1ssue also includes an essay review by English scholar Susan
Gunn of The Last Laugh, the latest book by psychiatrist Raymond
Moody, who had coined the term “near-death experience” a quarter cen-
tury ago. We conclude this issue with three Letters to the Editor. Barbro
Osterman from Sweden raises concerns about confounding “real” NDEs
with induced experiences that appear to mimic them. Philosopher Neal
(Grossman suggests that knowing transgressors will experience an em-
pathic life review in their NDEs renders superfluous our wish for them
to feel the impact of their behavior, and thus obviates our lust for
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vengeance and allows us to forgive and feel compassion for our trans-

gressors. Finally, psychologist Joe Green presents tantalizing evidence

suggesting that Albert Einstein may have derived his revolutionary
ideas about the relativity of time from the time dilation described by
NDErs who fell from heights.

3ruce Greyson, M.D.




(ruest Editorial

Afterlife Research and the
Shamanic Turn

Michael Grosso, Ph.D.
New <Jersey City University

ABSTRACT: In Western culture, approaches to the afterlife have mutated
throughout history, from shamanism and mythology to philosophy, spiritu-
alism, and psychical research. For conceptual reasons, however, survival re-
search seems to many to be languishing, despite some remarkable recent
advances. | urge a return to a more experience-based approach, modeled after
features of the near-death experience, for its practical benefits; | intend that
approach to complement other forms of research, not displace them
Finally, | underscore the unique status of survival research as a scientific
pursuit

KEY WORDS: afterlife; shamanism; philosophy

The Twisty Road of Research

Immortality 1s an ancient problem in philosophy. Philosophers since
the days of Plato and Descartes used a priori arguments to deduce the
soul’s immortality, but beginning in the 19th century with philosopher
Henrv Sidgwick and classical scholar Frederic Myers, the immortality
project changed in two ways. First, intuition and speculation were laid
aside, and research became empirical; one looked at ghosts, apparitions,
and mediumship for evidence of an afterlife. Secondly, one now spoke
more modestly of survival instead of immortality. In tune with a more
fallibilist modern outlook, people have lost faith in the power of pure
reason to solve the riddles of the universe.

At most we hope that certain types of evidence will incline us to
believe that some people in some way survive death. It has taken almost

.\Ilt'h;u'| L1rosso. I’h I) s Chairman and Associate I’l’uli'nsu!' ol |'h1|n~u.p||\ and }{1'|l;_flllll
at New Jersey City University. Reprint requests should be addressed to Dr. Grosso at 26
Little Brooklvn Road, Warwick. NY 10990: e-mail: mgrosso@warwick.net
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the whole of human intellectual history to shift from a mythological

and speculative approach to one that 1s data-based and experience-
centered. On the other hand, the shamanic roots of Greek philosophy
were themselves experience-centered (Cornford, 1965, see especially
pp. 62-106). The shaman, in traditional societies, 1s a master of altered
states of consciousness, an empirical explorer of alternate realities. The
shamanic origins of Greek philosophy may be seen in Plato's definition
of philosophy as the “care of the soul” and the “practice of death, as
well as in his definition of the philosopher as a “spectator of all time
and existence.’

| believe it 1s time for another shift in the approach to the prob-
lem of “immortality,” and I recommend a return to a shamanic model
of research. However, to distinguish this suggestion from reactionary
naivete, let me speak of a postmodern shamanic model. As the approach
of the early psychical researchers did not displace the earlier traditions
but built upon their insights, so would the shamanic turn (or return)
that I propose rest on existing empirical findings. Owing to the uniquely
existential challenge of the afterlife question, I believe that the inquirer
needs to participate more intimately in the research; the whole person
must get involved, the emotional and intuitive side as well as the ra-
tional. This 1s a research question like no other; it touches on the most
dramatic 1ssues a human being can confront: ones ultimate nature,
range of hope, possible experience, and spiritual destiny

The Superpsi Impasse

et us begin with three points about the evidence for life after death.
First of all, such evidence exists—a fact that needs to be underscored.
| say this because a few writers seem to think that it makes no sense
to talk about evidence for life after death. The majority of researchers,
however, have operated on the assumption that there are types of re-
ported incidents that plausibly, and without self-contradiction, may
best be explained by assuming that someone has survived death: for
example, apparitions that reveal information unknown to any hiving
person; memories, imaged and behavioral, that children have of other
people’s lives; or certain statements that issue from mediums about
deceased people. Narratives of this sort exist in significant numbers;
there 1s room to disagree about them, but postmortem survival 1s often
at least an intelligible interpretation.
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The second point about the evidence is its epistemic indigestibility.
Thanks to scientific materialism, the dominant metaphysical conceit of
the age, anything supporting the reality of minds as substances—which
survival would clearly imply—tends to be ignored, if not repressed, by
the watchdogs of mainstream culture.

The third point brings us to the crux of the shamanic turn. The evi-
dence for survival that researchers have been collecting and analyzing
for well over a hundred vears has led to a seeming impasse, thanks
to certain curious problems of interpretation. Consider an often cited
example: A man obtained information from a series of dreams of his fa-
ther about a lost will. No living person knew of the whereabouts of this
document. The case was probated, and the authenticity of the father's
last will was confirmed (Richmond, 1938, pp. 28-31). This story admits
of two interpretations: the intelligence that located the will came from a
dead man. or the “\'iﬂ}_‘f son discovered the will }1}' means of his (‘]illl'\'n-\'-
ance. The voung man was of course also motivated to find the will, which
benefited him. Unfortunately, it 1s hard to interpret such cases; it always
seems possible to see the evidence in a way that suits one's bias toward
belief or disbelief in survival. It often depends on the slant one takes.

As the early researchers encountered the pecuhar difficulties of their
task, they looked for cases more difhcult to account for by the paranor-
mal or pst abilities of the living. Meanwhile, skeptics continued to refine
the case for covert ]):-Ai abilities of the |1\'1H;_’£ to account for the data. Con-
sider a few examples: In the early days of mediumship, a sitter anxious
to communicate with a deceased loved one sent a proxy to the medium.
This would rule out the medium fishing for information from the mind
of the proxy sitter, who knew nothing of the deceased target person.

Jut 1t soon became evident that the paranormal outreach of great men-
tal mediums hke Eleanora Piper or Gladys Osborne Leonard was quite
extensive, and investigators realized that mediums might obtain the
necessary information from sources located anvwhere.

Such presumed abilities are called superpsi because they exceed any-
thing known 1n experimental parapsychology. The appeal of superpsi
lles 1n 1its relative simplicity; it involves only an extension of known
abilities of living people. By contrast, assuming life after death implies
a radical extension of what 1s known to be empirically possible.

To sum up a long story, it turns out that the chief rival to the survival
hypothesis is equally momentous: people possess uncanny paranormal
abilities, through which they may obtain information from distant and
multiple sources and produce the appearance of convincing phantasms
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of the living or the dead. Superpsi thus became the focal point of the
afterlife enigma.

However, certain types of evidence have been singled out that seem
to strain this hypothesis, including book tests, collectively perceived ap-
paritions, drop-in communicators, cross-correspondence material, and
other phenomena. All these suggest autonomous agency. For example,
In cases of so-called “drop-in communicators, an intelligence that iden-
tifies itself as an unknown deceased person “drops in” on a medium’s
home circle and conveys its identity (later verified) and other correct
facts about its personal history through the medium. This strains the
superpsi explanation, which 1s tied to the concept of motivation. For,
If the personality who drops in 1s unknown to any of the sitters or
to the medium, where 1s the motivation to manifest coming from? It
seems reasonable to suppose the intelligence 1s coming from outside
the circle rather than from anyone within it. Suppose, moreover, as
Alan Gauld (1982) has pointed out, that the information confirming
the medium’s statements comes from several sources: different phys-
ical records, minds of different living people. The absence of motiva-
tion (from medium or sitters) and the complexity of the sources weigh
against the medium being the intelligence behind the “drop-in.” It seems
simpler to assume that the source was the dead person.

Jut arguments keep appearing that fend off puzzlers like drop-in
communicators. Take the complexity-of-source problem just alluded to.
Stephen Braude (1988, pp. 177-195) has reminded us that studies show
ps1 operates independently of task complexity. According to Helmut
Schmidt (1974), psi 1s a goal-oriented process. Just as the physical com-
plexity of a ps1 task with a random event generator 1s no obstacle to
success, neither should the complexity of sources be an obstacle to medi-
umistic scanning for needed data.

David Gnriffin (1997) offered an even simpler rejoinder to the drop-
in challenge. He suggested that a medium could obtain all the needed
information about the personality who seemed to be dropping 1in by
retrocognizing the mind of the dead person when he or she was alive.
l.xperimental evidence for retrocognition i1s hard to come by; however,
If we accept precognition (which Griffin does not, by the way), why not
entertain the possibility of retrocognition?

Psi1, hike all mental functions, 1s motivated. We cannot invoke su-
perpsi automatically, as some might be tempted to do, to explain away
evidence; we have to show the presence of a motivated agent. So where

1s the motivation at a seance with a drop-in communicator? No par-
ticular motive of anyone present at the seance seems plausible. But |
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think it possible to invoke a general motive, as it were, a disposition,
an automatic tendency to generate images and associations suggestive
of survival or immortality.

Several kinds of data suggest we may be so disposed to manufacture
simulations of immortality. Anita Muhl (1930), in her study of automatic
writing, found that graphic automatisms regularly involve narratives
of spirits, elves, fairies, and daemons. That is, once the writer enters

the “automatic zone, fantastic otherworldly narratives spontaneously

show up. Mythology, of course, which partly originates from this auto-
matic zone, 18 rife with images of otherworlds. Again, in our dreams, we
regularly produce hallucinations of recognizable, deceased people. In
addition, phenomena of dissociation and multiple personality involve
the creation of new and sometimes distinctly different and even more
complex personalities.

Sometimes these automatic simulations of survival and otherworld-
liness appear 1n mediumship. Consider two well known cases: In one,
an investigator asks a medium to contact a certain Bessie Beals, said to
have passed over. Before long, a personality starts to come through who
calls herself Bessie Beals. The problem 1s that the investigator was test-
ing the medium; there was no Bessie Beals. Nevertheless, in response
to suggestive prompting, the medium automatically impersonated a
nonexistent spirit (Murphy, 1945, pp. 75-76).

The next example further complicates the story. Add to the “automatic
zone a sizeable portion of paranormal capacity, and you get the highly
misleading performance of the medium Blanche Cooper, who conveyed
accurate information to S. (G. Soal about an old friend of his, Gordon
Davis, whom Soal mistakenly thought had died in the First World War.
As a result of the medium’s performance, Soal was led to believe his
old school chum had survived death. The one hitch was that Davis
was alive and well. The medium had picked up accurate information
about a distant person she had never met, and unconsciously created
the i1llusion that a dead man was communicating with the hiving (Soal,
1926). In this case, the imposture was exposed. One wonders how many
seemingly authentic cases of survival are paranormal impostures.

One argument against superpsi 1s that it 1s not based on labora-
tory findings. On the other hand, why believe that the limits of psi are
defined by the findings of experimental parapsychology?” Most experi-
mental set-ups are not very exciting or meaningful, and the effects they
generate are typically marginal. The big effects arise in emotionally
charged and meaningful contexts. If we add to the equation “miracles”
and siddhis of mystics and shamans, as well as materialization,
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levitation, teleportation, and sundry auditory and photic effects of medi-
ums like Eusapia Palladino and D. D. Home, we can begin to see what
a huge repertoire of potential abilities for simulating survival may be
available.

In the end, only a case-by-case analysis can give reliable answers.
As things stand, some have concluded in favor of survival: but not all

who have studied the data have been convinced. One 1s always free to
play up or play down particular facts or slants on facts, and thus favor
one interpretation or the other. True, the crucial experiment will come
eventually for us all; but in the meantime, given our hopes and fears, it
1s hard to be sure whether we have been swept along by personal bias.
And of course, bias can work against the afterlife hvpothesis as well as
for 1t (Grosso, 1992, pp. 81-93).

Beyond the Superpsi Antinomy

For researchers like J. B. Rhine, superpsi lands us in a kind of Kantian
antinomy: For every attempt to interpret a piece of evidence in support
of survival, it always seems possible, if one 1s ingenious and persistent
enough, to devise a counterargument. Let us suppose we are at such an
impasse or “antinomy.” What 1s the next move?

We come now to my proposal of taking the shamanic turn. In effect,

this means the return to the experiential, phenomenological, and prag-

matic roots of belief in otherworlds, spiritual beings, and afterlives. The
general 1dea behind the mutation of survival research 1 am urging 1s
this: We might advance our understanding if we succeeded in gaining an
inside perspective on what postmortem states might be like or feel like.

We owe it to our selves to be more adventurous in these explorations.
S0 far, survival research has been trace-oriented. One studies “traces,”
indications that some other person has survived death: a trace could be
an apparition that seems to originate from an excarnate personality; a
mediumistic deliverance that points to minds that have survived death;
or memories, physical marks, or bpehaviors that imply reincarnation of
a previous personality. This 1s empirical research based on inferences.
The investigator tries to authenticate a story and then determines if
survival 18 the best explanation. This inferential procedure, made up
of many interlocking steps, i1s based on sources that are objective and
publicly observable.

There 18, however, a kind of survival-related evidence that works
differently. In the near-death experience, the source of evidence is
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subjective and immediate; the experiencer claims to know there is a life
after death. This type of evidence involves “knowing” as direct aware-
ness, unmediated revelation, and nonlinear intuition. No deductions
from reports, no critically-filtered observations, but rocket-fast entry
into the dead zone. “Proof™ arises by means of a dramatic alteration
of one s state of mind. Near-death experiencers, like shamans, seem to
themselves to enter another world, another mode of consciousness

Of course, to the outside observer, the claims of the near-death ex-
periencer need carry little weight. At most, certain features of the ex-
perience such as reports of verifiable out-of-body experiences (OBEs)
suggest survival (Cook, Greyson, and Stevenson, 1998, pp. 377-405).
Nevertheless, near-death experiences (NDEs) do provide a model, :
paradigm for a more direct exploration of possible other worlds. In line
with the terminology of Joel Schumacher’s 1990 movie, let us call this
the Flatliner paradigm; in this movie, medical students, unhappy about
the failure of religion and philosophy to solve the great mysteries, de-
cided to use their scientific expertise to induce temporary death, and to
peek at what may lie on the “other side.” Needless to say, | am not rec-
ommending such reckless experimentation. By the Flatliner paradigm
| mean something already famihiar to traditional spiritual practice.

In fact, individual experimenters (perhaps explorers 18 the better
word) could try to replicate three components of the NDE. The first
1s the out-of-body experience. Enough hints in the literature suggest
ways in which we might learn to induce the out-of-body experience in
ourselves; in fact, there are all sorts of techniques available for trig-
gering them (Rogo, 1983). The more we managed to induce OBEs in
ourselves, the more we might learn about the limits of consciousness,

whether we are geniuses at self-deception or immortal spirits caged
in mortal bodies. It would be interesting to observe the effects of fre-
quent OBEs on our belief systems and lifestyles, whether, for example,
it would reduce death anxiety and free up our psychic energies for the
business of living.

The second often reported NDE component we could try to replicate
1S seeing apparitions of loved ones. Raymond Moody (1992) has resur-
rected an ancient mirror-gazing technique he calls a psychomanteum,
whose purpose 1s to stimulate apparitions of deceased loved ones, a
procedure, as used by Moody, meant primarily to assist bereaved pa-
tients. Moody’s work calls attention to the therapeutic side of survival
research, which is an important aspect of the shamanic turn.

There 1= another aspect of the NDE that could be the basis of a
new form of experimentation: the light experience. One of the most
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pn\*.'t'r'l\l_ll and widely rvpurtvd aspects ot the near-death experience 18
the encounter with an overwhelming presence of hight that seems to
emanate pure love and that results in the utter conviction of the reality
of the other world. A superb example of this may be found in Joseph
McMoneagle's Mind Trek (1993, pp. 27-34). Based on my own experi-
ence of encountering the hight in a dream (Grosso, 1997), and the study
of an extensive literature, | am convinced 1t 1s possible to induce tran-
scendent light experiences.

First, as researcher and pediatrician Melvin Morse (1992) has
stressed, experiencing the light 1s the most deeply transformative as-
pect of the NDE; it reduces the fear of death and produces confidence
and conviction of the reality of another world. No amount of ceritical
examination of externally derived data could produce such an impact.
Second, the near-death light 1s part of a umiversal pattern of human
experience, an archetypal constellation of psychic constants, found ev-
erywhere in shamanic, mystical, esthetic, and inspired states of being
(see, for example, Eliade, 1965, pp. 19-77

Third, Chinese, Tibetan, and Sufi traditions describe techniques for
iInducing these mystic light encounters. They consist of related prac-
tices such as meditation, regulated breathing, visualization, conscious
dreaming, diet, sensory isolation, and so forth, which can be adapted
to researchers’ needs. The appeal of this type of experiment 1s not just
that it may afford us a glimpse of what may be another world, but that
It may serve as part of a deep process of self-transformation.

LLet me conclude with these remarks. | recommend the shamanic turn
not as a substitute for inferential research but as a therapeutic, expe-
riential complement. After all, death 1s not just another scientific or
philosophical puzzle; it underhes the consciousness of our whole exis-
tence. On pragmatic grounds we need a working hypothesis for coping
with our mortality. As Carl Jung (1979, p. 213) put it, we should do our
best to “form a conception of life after death, or to create some 1image of
it.... Not to have done so 1s a vital loss.”

Subjective experiences, however stunning, will never prove survival,
and we may never know for sure if there i1s a life after death. On the other

hand, in the course of our subjective encroachments on the presumptive

“next world, the likelihood increases that we will encounter new data
and gain new insights. In time, a new consensus on the afterlife might
conceivably emerge and change our whole feeling about death. From a
practical point of view, 1s that not what counts?

T'he kind of research | am lobbying for promises less to solve than to
dissolve the discomfiting uncertainty we associate with death; in the




MICHAEL GROSSO

end, we may arrive at a place where the question of personal survival
just does not matter any more. There are experiences in which the im-
portance of the “I” seems to thaw, melt, and fade away into a vaster
frame of reference. These experiences, often called transpersonal, com-
bined with the best survival data, offer the raw materials for a 21st
century ars moritendi, an art of dving.

| began by talking about how the classical philosophers approached

the afterhife. They did so using general abstract principles (the soul 1s a
simple substance, therefore it cannot die), a method totally out of tune
with our modern empirical approach. At the same time, there was an ex-
periential background to Greek philosophy, as Francis Cornford (1965)
explained. Behind the tradition of Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus was an
older tradition of shamanic thinkers like Empedocles, Epimenides, and
other sages of the ancient school.

The ecstatic experience was at the root of Greek philosophy; even
(reek skepticism was a form of consciousness alteration, an attempt to
achieve a state of awareness bevond all conflicting positions, ataraxia
a kind of floating indifference. In the Phaedo, Plato defined philosophy
as the practice, the rehearsal for death. According to Socrates, only
when we shed our bodies will the truth be known.

There 18 a practical dimension to Plato's writings that blends with
survival research. The main point of this paper 1s to call attention to
the need for a personal form of experimentation, something like what
Hindus calls sadhana or spiritual practice. So, when Plato wrote that
philosophy i1s the practice of death (melete thanatou ), he was saying that
we can practice for our death by practicing detachment from material
existence. Now the curious thing about the near-death experience 1s
that it forces one to experience this detachment, suddenly and without
preparation. Think of it as a speed course in Plato's metaphysics.

There 1s one more point of contact between Plato's concept of philos-
ophy and the near-death experience: Both seem to agree on the final
test, the benchmark for passing the course. Like the celebrants of the
Eleusinian Mysteries, near-death visionaries must see the hight, not
just figuratively but the ineffable blaze itself. Thus, philosophy, in one
stroke, recaptures its ancient goal of enlightenment. With our near-
death data, the hidden meaning of Platos perennial metaphysics 1s
revealed. In a famous letter, Plato (1966) described the moment of philo-
sophical enlightenment as an experience of a brilliant light. Near-death
epistemology, like Plato’s, admits the validity of intuition, the value of
mystic illumination. At the same time, we keep the empirical gains of
the scientific method, which was the hope of the founders of psychical
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research. We borrow back from philosophy its practical shamanic di-
mensions, its readiness to explore the full range of consciousness, and
not to be imposed upon by the prevailing views of reality and ratio-
nality. We reconnect with the shamanic origins of Western philosophy.
The circle from experience to theory and back to experience would be
L‘Hmphm-_
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Reports on near-death experiences have become almost a cultural

fashion. Television shows, magazines, newspaper, and other media fre-
quently present people who talk about experiences of this kind.
Nevertheless, we know little as to how many people have had experi-

ences of this kind, and we do not know the range of experiences involved.
Our research project at the University of Konstanz, Germany, on struc-
ture and distribution of near-death experiences tried to address these
questions. The project aimed at a representative survey of near-death
experiences (NDEs) in the Federal Republic of Germany and an analy-
sis of the structure of the corresponding reports of NDEs.

Near-death experiences are reported by people who lived through a
situation in which they were felt to be near death, dying, or even dead.
Typically these experiences are considered as different from everyday
life, and they involve different elements, stages, or motifs. Near-death

experiences are sometimes treated as authentic reports of the transcen-
dent reality lying beyond the normal realms of life; or as constructions
of consciousness within a body 1n crisis. Some more critical observers of
these phenomena regard them as forms of stories similar to the genre
of urban legends, that 1s, as products of imagination.

The phenomenon covered by the notion of the NDE has been com-
mon throughout history. Reports of such experiences are known from
pre-Christian history, ranging from Sumerian to classical Greek culture
(Moraldi, 1987), and they are also mentioned in the Bible (2 Corinthians
12:1-4). As Peter Dinzelbacher (1985) found, reports on NDEs as sub-
jective experiences of death constitute one of the most popular genres in
the Middle Ages. At that time, the genre tended to become fictionalized
In literature, adapting elements from mysticism and Christian iconol-
ogy (Dinzelbacher, 1991). In Protestantism, the early 18th century saw
a mounting number of reports about experiences near death, which typi-
cally functioned as moral instructions (Clark, 1852). In the 19th century,
death books played an important role, containing statements by dying
persons and regarded as warrants for the claim that dying did not nec-
essarily mean the end of existence (Zaleski, 1995).

Scientific investigations of NDEs started at the end of the 19th cen-
tury. The first systematic collection of reports of NDEs was assembled
by the Swiss geologist Albert Heim (1892), who interpreted reports by
mountain climbers who had survived serious falls. He found these re-
ports to be strongly religious in content and showed that 95 percent
of such accident victims experienced being near death as exceedingly
pleasant. In 1926, the British physicist William Barrett published a
study on deathbed visions that included near-death experiences. Yet,
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although the phenomenon had been discussed before (Scott, 1931;
Tucker, 1943), it was only in more recent times that near-death ex-
periences triggered what may be called a cultural fashion. One major
influence on this development has been the popular books of psychi-
atrist Raymond Moody (1975), who interviewed 150 people and found
recurring elements in their reports, which he combined into what he
constructed as the ideal case. Typically, this ideal case was described in
terms of 15 consecutive elements, such as the notice of one’s own death,
followed by a feeling of silence and inner peace, then by sounds. After
hearing sounds one enters something that resembles a dark tunnel,

then seems to be leaving one's body. Descriptions also include meeting

others, perception of light or a creature of light, and a panorama of
one s life.

Assumptions About NDEs

Following Moody, other researchers studied this phenomenon, includ-
ing Stanislav Grof and Joan Hahfax (1977), Russell Noyves and Roy
Klett1(1977), Kenneth Ring (1980), and Michael Grosso(1981). In much
of this research, a number of assumption became accepted, which we
subjected to further scrutiny.

Link to H(r}/u’;ﬂd('('!/ Death

The first such assumption 18 that NDEs are linked to the biological
death. This assumption holds that NDEs occur only to subjects who
have been medically in the most dangerous conditions, such as clin-
ical death. This assumption led several investigations to concentrate
solely on people who have been near death. Thus Fred Schoonmaker
(Audette, 1979) restricted his studies to survivors of medically life-
threatening situations, as did Karlis Osis and Erlendur Haraldsson
(1977) and Michael Sabom (1982).

Common Structure or Schema

Many researchers assume that NDEs exhibit a common structure and
manifest a unified, common schema (Zaleski, 1995). Despite the com-
monality of this assumption, investigators often disagree as to what
elements form part of the basic structures. Whereas Moody mentioned
15 elements, Michael Schroter-Kunhardt (1993) found 11; Sabom (1982)
identified ten elements, as did George Gallup and Wilham Proctor




JOURNAL OF NEAR-DEATH STUDIES

(1982); and Ring (1980) found NDEs to be comprised of five phases.
In general, one can identify two lines of research.

Common Motifs and Temporal Sequences. First, in the tradition of
Moody, many prominent researchers have maintained that the struc-
ture of NDEs is constituted predominantly by certain substantial ele
ments, or motifs, by which we mean the content of what 1s experienced
or its noemic qualities, such as a tunnel, a light, and an out-of-body ex-
perience. Like Moody, these researchers also have assumed that these
motifs occur one after another, that 1s, that the NDE exhibits a certain
sequentiality, which 1s often considered to be very clear-cut. Thus Ring
(1980) i1dentified five different stages of inner peace, the out-of-body
experience, entering a darkness, perception of hght, and entering the
light, which he assumed succeed one another. We should note, in dis-
cussing these elements or motifs, that some of them have also been stud-
1led 1n 1solation, such as out-of-body experiences, tunnels, and panoramic
experiences (Blackmore, 1982; Drab, 1981; Noyes and Kletti, 1977).

Common Forms of Experience. The other line of research assumes
that NDEs may be described in terms of forms of experiences, by which
we mean the ways in which the experience os constructed, or its noetic
quality. In this vein, Sabom (1982) tended to use more abstract cate-
gories related to the study of religious experience. To him, NDEs are
characterized by ineffability, timelessness, a sense of reality, a feeling of

being dead, acoustical perceptions, bodily separation, and a mental jour-
ney and return. Bruce Greyson (1985) characterized NDEs by four core
dimensions—cognitive, affective, paranormal, and transcendental—
which we have included 1in our questionnaire.

Other Structural Assumptions. Aside from the typical motifs of NDEs,
there are some additional elements that are often taken for granted as
being part of a common structure of NDEs. These include four com-
monly accepted hypotheses.

The first hypothesis 1s that NDEs lead to fundamental changes in
[ife. On the one hand, they may affect only the subject’'s image of and
attitude to death; on the other hand, they may lead to serious changes
and aftereffects on the subject’s life style, ranging from changes in so-
cial behavior to increased religiousness. According to P. M. H. Atwater
(1988), Charles Flynn (1986), Ring (1992), Cherie Sutherland (1990,
1995/1992), and others, NDErs tend towards postmaterialist values;
some believe that they have been chosen for some unique but still un-
known mission, and that God or some other supernatural force was
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responsible for their new sense of destiny. Many have a new or intensi-
ied belief in some form of life after death. including an increased belief
in reincarnation (Wells, 1993).

The second hypothesis i1s that NDEs are ineffable, that is, they are
said to be expressed in language and communication only with great
difficulty and loss of content. The third hypothesis is that NDEs are
a taboo subject in most communicative contexts. Kxperiencers typically
hide their NDEs and communicate them only under special circum-
stances. And the fourth hypothesis 1s that NDEs are of a distinctly
positive nature. Although there are a few indications that some NDEs
are experienced as unpleasant, bad, or “hellish,” a common assumption
18 still that NDEs are of a distinctly positive nature.

Universality

A third major assumption is that NDEs follow “universal laws of sym-
bolic experience (McClenon, 1994, p. 172) that remain constant across
cultural as well as social differences. Thus Glenn Roberts and John
Owens (1988) wrote that “The central features of the NDE have been
recorded throughout history and across numerous cultures and reli-
gious groups (p. 611). And Schroter-Kunhardt (1990) concluded that

NDEs exhibit outstanding cross-cultural similarities of form, despite
considerable diversity of imagery and content, that 1s, recurrent motifs,
composite imagery, and a series of sequential events. We shall refer to

this assumption as the universality assumption. In a more sophisticated
version the assumption concedes that there are differences in the struc-
ture of experience; vet, these differences are said to be accounted for
by different degrees of elaboration and depth of investigation of other
accidental circumstances.

Religious Interpretations

The fourth assumption i1s that NDEs are linked to religious interpre-
tations in two different ways. On the one hand, the assumption of a uni-
versal structure of the NDE led some investigators to speculate about
a religious explanation for these experiences, by postulating either the
objective existence of the reality experienced (Kubler-Ross, 1969) or the
existence of a religious faculty of human experience, which supposedly
forms the basis of the universal structure (Roberts and Owen, 1988).

Secondly, and on a more empirical basis, some investigators found
that these experiences are regarded as religious by the experiencers.
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Thus Ring (1982) wrote that “A specifically religious interpretation is
given to it by many, though not all, of the core experiencers™ (p. 138).
The same was observed by James McClenon (1993) in his interviews of
American and Japanese students. Moreover, the NDE is said to increase
individual religiosity (Schroter-Kunhardt, 1990).

Study Rationale and Methods

In general, we started from the assumption that one must distinguish
between experiences of near death and reports of NDEs. As scientific
observers, we have access only to reports of NDEs. This also holds for
those studies that claim to investigate experiences. Actually, reports
on NDEs are, in general communicatively constituted accounts of what
1s clatmed to have been experienced subjectively. Parenthetically, there
1S an interesting 1ssue on the relation between experience, communi-
cation, and culture, which, however, cannot be pursued at this point.
Suffice 1t to say that our sociological interests are strongly related to
this 1ssue. On the grounds of this assumption we infer that there must
be social and cultural influences on NDE reports, since the communi-
cation of experiences 1s necessarily a social activity. Our main thesis,
therefore, was that the structure of reports of NDEs varies, and that it
1S subject to cultural and social factors.

1T'he overall ;_{'li;l| of the research [)l'tr_ii't'l_ was Lo pursue two gquestions.
(1) How many people have had these experiences?” and (2) What are the
structures of these experiences? Both questions were analyzed with
respect to their relation to social and cultural varniables. Of particular
interest to us was a comparison of East German and West German data,
since those two societies differ with respect to some crucial cultural
features

Since the distribution of NDEs was one of our two main questions,
we had to surveyv a sample representing the whole society. In order to
achieve this goal, we collaborated with a recognized institute specializ-
ing 1n surveys, ZUMA at Mannheim, which conducted the survey.

The survey was preceded by a series of 18 qualitative interviews con-
ducted by Hubert Knoblauch. In addition to available investigations
of stmilar kinds, we drew on the results of these interviews in the de-
velopment of the questionnaire. The entire survey sample were asked
If they had ever had an NDE or similar experience. Following this fil-
tering question, the rest of the survey was administered only to those
who gave positive or ambivalent answers (for example, “I am not sure”)
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to this first question. Survey respondents were asked to fill out the
questionnaire by themselves. In addition to these data, we also had
access to the sociodemographic data of our sample and of the general
survey.

The questionnaire consisted of a series of questions, including
multiple-choice scales, as well as open-ended gquestions that had been

tested 1n advance. In order to access the structure of the experience,

we formulated a multiple-choice question including several different
items, motifs, and features mentioned by earlier researchers. In addi-
tion, we asked respondents to describe the content of their experience
In an open-ended question. The questionnaire also included questions
about the circumstances of the experience, its interpretation, and its
religious meaning. The structured gquestions were analvzed statisti-
cally, using loglinear models to explain the influences on NDEs. We also
applied cluster analysis for the classification of particular experiences.
Open-ended questions, on the other hand, were interpreted by qualita-
tive methods which considered (a) the form of recounting, or narrative
structure, and (b) topical contents, or motifs,

Results and Discussion

Frequency of Experiences

Of the 2,044 persons interviewed, 356 answered positively to having
had experiences with death of at least one of the following kinds (some
respondents reperted more than one kind of experience): 258 respon-
dents (14 percent) reported a premonition of someone else's death that,
in their view, later proved true; 79 respondents (4 percent) reported
having witnessed deathbed visions; and 55 respondents (2.8 percent)
reported having seen paranormal phenomena while being with dying
persons, such as a cup breaking at the moment of death

With respect to the NDE, 118 persons (6 percent) completed the en-
tire questionnaire. However, that number exaggerates the percentage
of NDErs in the sample, since it included respondents who stated that
they were not sure whether they had had an NDE. On the basis of the
multiple-choice and open-ended questions, we eliminated those ques-
tionnaires that described experiences not directly related to NDEs, such
as death shocks, death presentiments, and reports of NDEs occurring
to persons other than the respondent. With those extraneous question-
naires eliminated, we found that 82 respondents (4 percent of the sam-
ple) reported an NDE.
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[t should be stressed that this can be considered the first represen-

tative survey of the frequency of NDEs in Germany. Since our sample
was representative of the German population in a statistical sense, with
respect to the total population of 82 million in the 1995 German cen-
sus, the results suggest that about 3 million Germans have had such
an experience. The sample exhibited a very symmetrical distribution
between East (40 NDErs) and West Germany (42 NDErs); and between
men (41 NDErs) and women (41 NDErs), again with a symmetric dis-
tribution in East (20 men and 20 women) and West Germany (21 men

and 21 women). The average age of the experiencers was 36 vears.
NDEs dated back from 1 to 65 vears, the average being 13 vears. The
percentage of NDEs with respect to the gender of the sample was
slightly higher for men (4.3 percent) than for women (3.8 percent).

Whereas our data on the distribution of the NDE can be taken as sta-
tistically representative, our findings with respect to other variables
can be taken to indicate only tendencies. Nevertheless, some of these
tendencies do allow us to address quite clearly the assumptions men-
tioned above.

Link to Biological Death

As to the question of whether NDEs are typically inked to biological
death, our data gave a very clear indication, with survey questions
concerning both subjective and objective evidence of biological death.
In fact, less than 50 percent of the respondents claimed to have been
In a life-threatening situation when experiencing an NDE, and only
6 percent claimed to have been clinically dead.

Structure and Uniwversality of NDEs

The fact that the questionnaire allowed for open-ended questions
vielded particularly interesting results with respect to the structure
of the NDE. By analyzing the descriptions of NDEs in close detail, we
found some recurrent patterns, which suggested different types of NDE.
Surprisingly, the most detailed and explicit description of NDEs did
not correspond to those reported by Moody, Ring, and others. Instead
of consisting of a sequence of different events characterized by abstract
motifs, they consisted of singular scenes, the content of which varied
immensely. For example, one person near death reported a scene In
which a figure with a scythe tried to grasp her hand, and another scene
in which he accompanied her to the door and was pushed out the door.
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Some of these scenes were experienced in some detail, yvet they hardly
exhibited any sequence of events or motifs.

The less elaborate descriptions were devoted to single motifs. How-
ever, even 1n these cases there were none that corresponded, for exam-
ple, to Ring's stages. One might argue that the focus on single motifs
might have been overcome if one conducted in-depth interviews. Yet, as
mentioned above, we did conducted a series of in-depth interviews, and
their results tended to support the findings in our survey. The struc-
ture of the experiences could be delineated according to different types.
Although 1t must be admitted that a number of cases lay between the
types, the majority of the written accounts fell into on of the following
categories.

One type may be labeled “being in transcendence.” Reports of this
Kind were characterized by claims that experiences occurred in a tran-
scendent reality that differed from the evervday life or world. Although
this reality was compared to heaven or paradise, other beings were
mentioned rarely, and the descriptions surprisingly lacked references
to God or godlike entities. Another type of report focused on the emo-
tional quality of the experience, ranging from “indifference” to “great

feeling.” Other beings or activities were rarely mentioned. In terms of
the specific emotions experienced, 50 percent of the NDErs reported

positive emotions, and 43 percent negative emotions.

A range of reports highlighted the contrast between light and dark,
which was understood 1n visual terms. These experiences lacked emo-
tional features and the respondents took an almost distanced observa-
tional stance. In only a few cases this type overlapped with reports of ex-
periences that may be labeled as out-of-body experiences. And wherever
we found descriptions of panoramic memory or life review experiences,
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