Near-Death Experiences

Are the mind and body two separate entities?  Dualists say yes—the mind and body are separate but somehow interact with each other.  Monists say they’re both part of the same thing.

In a near-death experience, the hallucinatory sensations experienced resemble those of an LSD trip.  Kenneth Ring has studied 102 men and women who were either very close to death or who were clinically dead and then revived.  Here’s what he found:

· The near-death experience occurred most frequently among victims of illness, less so among accident victims, and rarely by those who attempted suicide.

· No differences were found in age, sex, SES, religion, or marital status between those who did and did not have a near-death experience.

· No one has ever reported a negative near-death experience.  

· Invariably, they’re changed by the experience and are aware that there is more to life than the physical part of it…more to it than what we can buy.  They have a heightened appreciation of life.

Five distinct stages of the near-death experience (as experienced by Ring’s subjects):

1. Intense feelings of peace, joy, and calm that differed from anything they had previously experienced.

2. They had a feeling of departing their bodies and actually looking down on them.

3. They went through a transition stage, reporting movement through a dark space, often described as a tunnel.  

4. At the end of the tunnel, they were met by a spectacular light, both brilliant and comforting.

5. Some reported entering the light, actually a new land, a field, or a valley that was serene and beautiful.  

Often, encounters with deceased relatives or friends occurred, as well as a life review.  Typically, the person experienced his life as a series of vivid, instantaneous images. Some said they could move backward or forward or even skip certain periods.  A small number reported an invisible presence that communicated with them and offered the opportunity to return.  This presence was occasionally interpreted as being Jesus or Krishna (whatever the religious deity the person believed in).

Other studies about near-death experiences:

Greyson (2000): Roughly 12-33% of people who have been close to death report a near-death experience.

Kellehear (1993): People from Christian and Buddhist cultures report the sensation of

 moving through a tunnel, but native people in North America, the Pacific Islands, and Australia rarely do.

The skeptics say:

Changes in brain chemistry associated with cardiac arrest, anesthesia, and other physical traumas produce the sensation of near-death experiences. 

1. A feeling of complete peace may result from a massive release of endorphins.

2. Buzzing, ringing, and other unusual sounds may result from the rumblings of an oxygen-starved brain.

3. NDE-like experiences can be triggered by stimulation of the temporal lobe.

4. Temporary lack of oxygen to the brain in rapid acceleration during fighter pilot training can also result in NDEs.

Déjà vu experiences

An eerie flash of familiarity in which you feel you’ve been there before or have lived this same experience before and can even possibly predict what will happen next; it’s a French word meaning “already seen.” 

More than 2//3 of us have reported feeling déjà vu before.  They’re illusions lasting only 10-20 seconds.
More likely to be experienced by: (Brown, 2003 & 04)
1) People who remember their dreams

2) People who travel frequently

3) Young people

4) People with more liberal political and religious beliefs

5) People with a college education and high income

We don’t know why déjà vu occurs, but here are some possibilities:
1. It’s a memory from a past life.  Many people believe this, but as it’s unfalsifiable, it’s not scientific and is not subject to scientific scrutiny.

2. Déjà vu may be triggered by small seizures in the right temporal lobe, which is largely responsible for feelings of familiarity (Bancaud et al., 1994).  Evidence for this theory is that people with epilepsy often have a feeling of déjà vu before a seizure.

3.  An excess of dopamine in the temporal lobes may also trigger a feeling of déjà vu (Taiminen & Jaaskelainen, 2001)

4. Déjà vu may be related to situations in which we’re mentally or physically distracted and don’t consciously register something we’re seeing.  Example:  A park that you’ve never been to feels familiar to you.  You may have driven by it many times without really noticing it, so now it feels familiar because your mind processed the information subconsciously.

5. Finally, déjà vu may be triggered by a present experience that resembles, at least in part, an earlier experience.  The familiar feeling arises because we don’t consciously recall the previous experience (which may have occurred in childhood), but it still feels familiar.  There may be a memory souvenir that triggers the lost memory.

