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Foreword

Many scientists doubt or ignore the pervasive evidence for a spiritual level of reality 
beyond what is experienced with the physical senses. They ignore the possibility of 
life after death even though the available evidence has vast implications for the 
goals and values of human life. In this valuable book on the science of life after 
death, the authors examine the evidence about life after death in a concise and bal-
anced manner. They provide a reasonable basis for a wide audience to inform them-
selves about what is already known and what remains uncertain about the nature of 
conscious life.

The possibilities of spiritual life after death and of continuity of consciousness 
independent of the activity of the human brain are too important to be ignored based 
on authority, opinion, and prejudice. How do the functions of human consciousness, 
such as a sense of identity, the continuity of consciousness, freedom of will, and 
creativity emerge? How and why do we value ideals that we hold sacred, or feel a 
personal connection with nature, other people, and the future (Hay, 2007; Huxley, 
2015) if we are merely mortal and separate things that seek to maximize their selfish 
desires (Dawkins, 1996)? Why has evolution moved relentlessly in the direction of 
ever-greater complexity, consciousness, and coherence if the mechanisms of con-
sciousness are fully determined by unconscious matter (Eccles, 1989; Huxley, 1959; 
Wright, 1964)? What is causing leaders of modern governments, corporations, and 
cultural institutions to persist in actions that create conditions that impair human 
awareness, including fear about planetary climate change, violence from militariza-
tion, and distrust from social inequity (Cloninger, 2013)? Is the potential of human 
life for wisdom and other virtues so inadequate that we need to enhance human 
beings using artificial intelligence and other technological innovations (Harari, 
2017; More & Vita-More, 2013)? Alternatively, can we better realize our untapped 
human potential by means of self-actualization and humane living conditions 
(Huxley, 2015)?

The possibility of life after death is the most ancient and perhaps the most impor-
tant of all mysteries about the fundamental nature of life and consciousness. Wonder 
about spiritual life after death is well documented by elaborate ceremonial burials 
of the dead by the earliest Homo sapiens (literally, wise man) (Tattersall, 2012). In 
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fact, narrative art, science, and spirituality are aspects of human self-aware con-
sciousness, which emerged together about 100,000 years ago when evolution 
became aware of itself in the form of wise human beings (Cloninger, 2009; Zwir 
et al., 2022). Spirituality is defined as the search for what is beyond human exis-
tence (Cloninger, 2007) . Most people report self-transcendent experiences at least 
occasionally in which they feel they are an inseparable aspect of something beyond 
human existence that is infinite and sacred (Cloninger, 2004; Hay, 2007). It is now 
well-documented that healthy physical, emotional, social, and cognitive aspects of 
health are strongly promoted by an understanding of life that admits the reality of 
self-transcendent experiences and spiritual life after death (Moreira et al., 2021).

The doubters of the possibility of life after death are left with the need to 
acknowledge such phenomena, but they only regard them as fortuitous health-
promoting illusions, an inadvertent quirk of genetic or cultural evolution that 
favored such phenomena in Homo sapiens by virtue of their promoting physical 
survival and reproductive success and/or more cooperative and trusting communi-
ties (Dennett, 2006; Harari, 2015). Yet, in fact, all living organisms are aspects of 
complex systems in which symbiosis and cooperation are more involved in healthy 
social and ecological functioning than competition and aggression (Weiss & 
Buchanan, 2009). Things that appear separate to our physical senses are not sepa-
rate from anything else at the most fundamental level of reality (Bohm, 2002; 
Cloninger, 2004). For example, cells are only partially separated by semipermeable 
boundaries that are actively engaged in exchange of materials in and out of them-
selves. All bits of matter and living things are composed of quanta that are con-
stantly arising from, and returning to, a universal field of energy and information 
(i.e., the Higgs field). Consequently, no strictly physical model in science can 
account for consciousness or life itself (Cloninger & Cloninger, 2022).

If life survives death and consciousness is not explained by the physical brain 
alone, then it would seem to be necessary and wise to admit a transcendent aspect 
to reality, as have many of our most creative philosophers and scientists throughout 
history, as is well documented in this book. However, much is unknown about how 
physical, mental, and spiritual processes arise in human consciousness. Progress in 
our gaining deeper understanding of the nature of life and consciousness is impaired 
by closed-minded ideology, although some progress is being made in several fields, 
as discussed in this book.

Useful tools have been developed for measurement and experimentation that 
facilitate rigorous investigation of human functioning associated with possible spir-
itual phenomena, such as self-transcendent experiences, simultaneous creative dis-
coveries, the gifts of child prodigies (Cloninger, 2004), and by the even more 
startling phenomena of mediumship, near death experiences, and cases of the rein-
carnation type, as discussed in this book. However, much of this work to construct 
adequately expanded scientific paradigms of human consciousness is still in its pre-
liminary phases.

Ultimately, questions about the possibility of consciousness independent of the 
brain or of life after death cannot be fully grasped objectively or understood by the 
human intellect (i.e., analytical mind) (Chalmers, 1996, 1998). The limit of the 
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intellect is to recognize that it is finite and unable to apprehend what is infinite or 
transcendent (Pascal & Krailsheimer, 1995). Human self-aware consciousness is a 
subjective experience with distinctive creative capacities that emerged uniquely in 
Homo sapiens about 100,000 years ago: it involves immediate insight about theo-
ries, aesthetics, and values that is intuitive and holographic with a spatial and tem-
poral context spanning past, present, and future in a way that is vivid, fluent, and 
tolerant of ambiguity (Zwir et al., 2021, 2022). In contrast, the human analytical 
mind emerged in Homo ergaster (literally, working man), an early ancestor of both 
Homo neanderthalensis and Homo sapiens who lived a little less than 2 million 
years ago (Zwir et  al., 2021, 2022). The analytic mind proceeds from uncertain 
assumptions and observations in a hierarchical way to converge on specific conclu-
sions and procedures for seeking goals for individual benefit, which has different 
molecular processes for intentional self-control than those found in modern human 
self-awareness. Furthermore, most experimental work on the neural mechanisms of 
consciousness is primarily focused on unconscious procedural learning of habits 
and skills, which has been carried out by non-primates who evolved more than 41 
million years ago and who have only rudimentary components of modern human 
sapience. Unlike unconscious procedural learning and the materialistic focus of the 
analytical mind, the self-awareness system of modern humans is uniquely capable 
of awareness of continuity of identity, self-transcendence, and other spiritual phe-
nomena. Unfortunately, the development and expression of spiritual awareness can 
be impaired by conditions, such as fear, violence, and inequity, which are prevalent 
in contemporary societies (Zwir et al., 2022).

It is useful to recall that the scientific method cannot prove what is impossible, a 
fact that is often forgotten by skeptics to their eventual chagrin (Marshall, 2008; 
Siegel, 2017). The scientific method can only demonstrate the conditions under 
which something is predictable. Accordingly, in order to fully understand the poten-
tial of modern human consciousness, it is necessary to cultivate self-awareness 
through all its possible stages of human self-actualization, as described by intuitive 
sages and mystics since the beginning of history (Cloninger, 2004). Only then is it 
possible to describe the conditions for various aspects of possible human states of 
consciousness.

Fortunately, much is known about the processes of self-actualization and spiri-
tual development, and this is beginning to be translated into paradigms amenable to 
reliable scientific description and understanding. Science, art, and spirituality are 
aspects of human self-awareness; they are not naturally in opposition or incompat-
ible with one another because they are expressions of human wonder about the 
mysteries of life, which cannot be reduced to physical or brain processes alone. We 
are more than matter, so learning to integrate our habits to be in accord with our 
goals and values is what promotes our health and gives us meaning and purpose 
(Cloninger & Cloninger, 2022).

This book may provide an enlightening antidote to the blind skepticism that dis-
torts human common sense so often in the widespread shadows of contemporary 
society. A healthy and happy life is also a virtuous life because these aspects of our 
conscious being are inseparable. Human fulfillment cannot be derived from external 
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material things, such as unrestrained consumption, wealth, or power. Nor does self-
actualization proceed from beliefs based on external authority or opinion. What is 
beneficial is that each of us reflects with an open mind about what others have 
observed about the mysteries of life, and then each looks deeply within their own 
being to discover who they are really and what gives them lasting satisfaction and 
meaning. This interior journey is interesting and fruitful for those who wish to 
expand their consciousness beyond the limits of their physical senses and analyti-
cal mind.
�

C. Robert CloningerAnthropedia Foundation
Saint Louis, MO, USA 
Washington University School of Medicine
Saint Louis, MO, USA
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1
Introduction

Excluding China and Russia, at least 60% of the population of the ten most popu-
lous countries in the world believe in life after death (Gedeshi et al., 2020). Even in 
highly secularized and industrialized Western Europe, only a 40% minority believe 
that “When people die, that is the end; there is NO life after death” (Pew Research 
Center, 2018). There is even some evidence that higher levels of education may 
actually be associated with greater acceptance that we have a soul and/or there is 
survival after death. This has been reported in countries as diverse as France (Pew 
Research Center, 2018), Russia (Pew Research Center, 2014), and Brazil (Curcio & 
Moreira-Almeida, 2019). Evidence has also been found that belief in the afterlife 
may have a positive impact on mental health, such as less anxiety and fewer suicidal 
thoughts as well as greater well-being, life satisfaction, and belief in an equitable 
world (Bradshaw & Ellison, 2010; Ellison et al., 2009; Flannelly et al., 2006, 2012; 
McClain-Jacobson et al., 2004).

The question of the survival of human personality after the death of the body is 
one of the most pervasive among cultures and religions, relevant to the practical, 
existential, and ethical dimensions of life, and many philosophers argued that the 
great and universal interest in the “immortality of the soul” is due to the very dispo-
sition of human reason that would lead us to these considerations (Coelho, 2022). 
The importance of the question can hardly be ignored. It can have a huge impact on 
worldview, meaning of life, and the nature of the universe and human beings. 
Because of this, it can also have a big impact on ethics1 and grief.

This persistent predominance of belief in the afterlife clearly shows that it is a 
myth that it has no place in our modern world. This misconception is likely one of 
the many fruits of the myth of secularization (Josephson, 2017; Stark, 1999). 

1 To mention just one powerful example, one of the greatest modern philosophers, Immanuel Kant, 
concluded that ethical thinking necessarily involves at least the postulation of the immortality of 
the soul, without which moral action in general would be rendered meaningless (Kant, 1838, 
p. 113; 122–123).

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2022
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However, the high prevalence of a belief does not mean that it is factually true. 
Probably, most people think that the belief in survival after death is only a religious 
matter, not amenable to empirical investigation. But this matter of belief and specu-
lation was transformed into a scientific one in the nineteenth century.2 Nevertheless, 
most people will be unaware of the evidence produced by over 150 years of system-
atic scientific research on survival that has involved some of the brightest scientific 
and philosophical minds of the period, such as the Nobel laureates Charles Richet, 
Pierre Curie and Marie Curie, J. J. Thomson, Henri Bergson, and Lord Rayleigh 
(Daher et  al., 2017; Gauld, 1982; Stevenson, 1977). This was well put by Ian 
Stevenson, probably the most prolific survival researcher of the twentieth century:

The question of whether man survives after death is surely one of the most important that 
he can ask about himself. (...) despite formidable difficulties, the question is amenable to 
empirical investigation. (Stevenson, 1977, p. 168)

The present book will present and discuss as comprehensively as possible, given the 
constraints on space, the best available empirical evidence for survival of human 
consciousness after permanent bodily death, making a strong case for a rational, 
scientifically based belief in survival. Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind 
that, in science, no single piece of evidence is enough to “prove” a hypothesis; the 
“proof” comes from the convergence of a wide variety of good supporting evidence. 
For example, Darwin responded to a botanist who requested of him a clear proof for 
natural selection (Candolle, 1862):

natural selection … hardly admits of direct proof or evidence. It will be believed in only by 
those who think that it connects & partly explains several large classes of facts. 
(Darwin, 1862)3

In a similar vein, the most compelling and “best available evidence” for survival 
comes from the convergence of the diversified and robust body of evidence of the 
persistence after death of the memory and character that makes up our personal 
identity. This evidence derives from a wide variety of human experiences (e.g., 
apparitions, mediumship, near-death experiences, cases suggestive of reincarnation, 
etc.) that mutually reinforce each other because they point to the same conclusion: 
survival of consciousness. It is worth noting that all this evidence has always been 
highly prevalent in all cultures and ages, since the dawn of Homo sapiens (Bozzano, 
1997), and has been replicated, under strictly controlled studies, by many of the 
most competent scientists of the last 150 years.

However, even in science, the simple presentation of evidence is not enough if 
there are misguided philosophical and ideological prejudices clouding a fair, ratio-
nal analysis of the body of empirical evidence. For example, Max Planck (1950), 

2 Until the beginning of the nineteenth century, most scientists and philosophers not only believed 
in the immortality of the soul but also that such belief was rationally inevitable. Along with the 
more famous proofs of God’s existence, a large number of thinkers also presented proofs of human 
immortality, making it one of the main topics of philosophical analysis (Coelho, 2022).
3 In another letter he stated that “the belief in natural selection” is “grounded … chiefly from this 
view connecting under an intelligible point of view a host of facts” (Darwin, 1862).
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the founder of quantum physics, by observing scientific controversies, noted a 
“remarkable” fact:

A new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and making them see 
the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die, and a new generation grows up 
that is familiar with it. (Planck, 1950, p. 34)

A striking case of dogmatic denial of evidence is the reaction to the publication, in 
the American Psychological Association flagship journal, of a comprehensive 
review of research into the reality of psi phenomena such as telepathy (Cardeña, 
2018). An “academic reaction” to it offered basically no counterargument but rather 
the claim of an a priori impediment to the existence of the evidence. They argued 
that “claims made by parapsychologists cannot be true” because they would contra-
dict physicalism,4 that they consider to be “well-understood scientific principles.” 
They did not go to the trouble of analyzing to invalidate a single piece of evidence 
provided because “pigs cannot fly,” so they would know in advance that the data 
“are necessarily flawed and result from weak methodology or improper data analy-
ses” (Reber & Alcock, 2020, p. 391).

This is why, before presenting and discussing the scientific evidence for survival, 
we will briefly introduce, in Chaps. 2 and 3, a contextual overview of survival belief 
and refute frequent misguided historical and epistemological arguments against the 
notion of survival. If you don’t have any a priori rejection of the survival hypothesis, 
you might prefer to go directly to Chap. 4 which introduces the discussion of evi-
dence for survival.

In summary, we will show in three steps how compelling the evidence is for 
survival. First, we will address and deconstruct the most common inaccurate philo-
sophical, ideological, and methodological assumptions against survival. Then, we 
will present the best evidence for survival provided by the most rigorous studies. 
Finally, we will show that the most compelling evidence for survival is the striking 
convergence of findings from hundreds of scientific studies performed by a great 
number of researchers in a wide variety of spiritual and anomalous experiences. We 
will argue that survival of consciousness is the simplest and most natural scientific 
explanation for the whole body of evidence and that cultural and psychological 
prejudices are often the major stumbling blocks to accepting survival as a fact 
of nature.
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2
The Idea of Survival of the Soul 
in the History of Religions and Philosophy

The idea of the survival of consciousness is closely related to the concept of spiritu-
ality. We, in common with a long tradition of prominent scholars and scientists of 
religion and spirituality, have proposed that a sacred transcendent is at the core of 
the ultimate meaning of spirituality (Coelho, 2021; Moreira-Almeida & Bhugra, 
2021). This contact with the transcendent aspect of reality is a key component in 
virtually all spiritual traditions throughout history and cultures. This transcendent is 
understood to be of the utmost importance, what ultimately matters and, as a result, 
is sacred (Otto, 1958).

Usually, the human philosophical understanding about this transcendent aspect 
of reality involves the expectation or the certainty that human beings survive bodily 
death, as proposed, for example, by Christians, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Jews, 
Ancient Greco-Roman traditions, and native Africans and Americans. Recent, large, 
worldwide surveys have shown that belief in an afterlife remains universal, accepted 
by most of the world’s population (Curcio & Moreira-Almeida, 2019).

One of the main challenges to the strict, rational appreciation of the subject is the 
dogmatic attachment to a very specific definition of the soul/mind/spirit and, conse-
quently, to a very specific definition of the afterlife or the state of said soul/mind/
spirit after death, for example, the supposition that souls or spirits have to be com-
pletely immaterial minds. While we lack both conclusive philosophical demonstra-
tions and empirical evidence that the spiritual part of human beings is conditioned 
by nature to manifest in a very specific fashion, this is (oddly) the prevalent belief 
among scholars and religious people.

In order to avoid dogmatic positions, it is important to consider them from a 
dispassionate, skeptical perspective, giving voice to whichever facts are worth 
analyzing.

The idea of survival, frequently presented as the idea of immortality of the soul, 
has seemingly been omnipresent among spiritual leaders, sages, and philosophers 
since the beginning of recorded history. This universality comes with one main 
advantage and one main disadvantage: the idea is common enough to be considered 

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2022
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a “natural” one and varied enough in the form of expression to make the term 
ambiguous.1

The lack of a clear concept, or the assumption that only one very specific concept 
is acceptable, will bias the conclusions. If a scientific and rational concept of sur-
vival is to be achieved, the point of departure must necessarily be flexible with 
regard to the concept of soul. As the naturalist and poet Goethe said, we have no 
means to tell which part(s) of our constitution may remain after the death of our 
bodies, or for how long this part of us constituted by spiritual nature may remain 
(Scholz, 1934, p. 20–21), but we know that our knowledge of nature suggests that 
this spiritual part of humans is independent of the body.2 Claiming to know with 
perfect certainty which part(s) will remain – or that none will remain – is a dogmatic 
position about what can or cannot be evidence of the soul’s survival.

Since the idea of an immortal soul is time immemorial, the first mentions of it 
coincide with the oldest surviving texts, as in the case of the Babylonian epic 
Gilgamesh, where the hero endures many adventures in pursuit of biological immor-
tality only to understand that spiritual life transcends the physical one (Shushan, 
2009). In order to understand ancient conceptions of survival (or reincarnation, 
communication with the deceased…),3 we have to keep in mind that most of them 
were veiled in symbolism. Phallic tomb monuments, for example, were commonly 
used to suggest that a new life would emerge from the grave.

In addition to the apparently general presence in all religions, anecdotal refer-
ences to contact with the deceased have also been very common. There are plenty 
of references about oracles and at least a couple of famous ones from Apollonius of 
Tiana and Pliny the Younger, who described an encounter with a ghost in a haunted 
house, but for the sake of dramatic depiction, we should mention that Suetonius tells 
us that Nero was chased by his mother after killing her,4 and the early Christian 
apologist and philosopher Justin the Martyr, for his part, asserts that necromancy 
was empirical proof of the immortality of the soul (Ogden, 2001, p. 158).

Along with anecdotal references, belief in divinatory or symbolic dreams and 
visionary dreamlike states was so commonplace and widely accepted that we must 

1 Aware of the semantic difficulties, modern thinkers have preferred more general claims based on 
a minimalist conception of survival. This is the reason why McTaggart argued that we should avoid 
the term immortal soul and opt for a less metaphysically demanding term, such as “the survival of 
men” or the survival of persons (McTaggart, 1930).
2 At least in the sense of the mitigated or strong dualistic accounts of mind in the philosophy of 
mind. More fundamental and principiological approaches to the methodological and metaphysical 
grounds of the mind-body discussion also argue that non-subjective (materialistic) concepts of 
mind are meaningless (Düsing, 1997).
3 Rohde describes Greek funerary rituals – but the same is valid for virtually every culture – that 
include many procedures which are illogical from a materialistic perspective, such as crowning the 
dead with flowers, dressing them for glory, or equipping them for battle (Rohde, 2010, 219–224). 
And many cultures even developed ways to venerate the souls of the dead long after the funeral, or 
to guide the spirits to a new incarnation (Obst, 2009).
4 The belief that spirits would torment criminals was so common that it justified the myth of 
the Furies.
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wonder about the causes for the persuasiveness of such beliefs (Miller, 1994). This 
question gains substance if we consider that this belief in spiritual visitations and 
communication through dreams is still present in contemporary society and seems 
to ignore cultural boundaries.

Dreams are of radical importance for animist cultures, ancient and contempo-
rary, often including contact with deceased relatives and friends, and veridical per-
ceptions or premonitions suggestive of a spiritual reality. Sometimes, these dreams 
have more observable – nowadays, testable? – consequences, such as physical or 
mental healing. Among the historical references about healings and “miracles” in 
Antiquity, there are many mentions of out-of-body experiences or instructions 
received in dreams about procedures, drugs, or behavioral changes necessary for the 
cure (Weinreich, 1909). Of course, the idea that dreams may reveal something or 
that they may be a stage for encounters with the dead presupposes a spiritual reality.

From Egypt to India, from Babylon to Greece, in Zoroastrianism, Christianity, 
and Islam, moral consequences related to an afterlife seem to be almost as ubiqui-
tous as the very belief in the afterlife, often identifying very distinct places for 
punishment and reward, as well as some kind of trial (Coelho, 2015; Rohde, 2010, 
p. 307).5 Both artistic depictions and moral teachings refer to the deceased as “still 
living” in the afterlife.

While religions presuppose or imply spiritual experiences with an actual spiri-
tual reality (Bozzano, 1997; Kripal, 2010; Lang, 1898), the greatest thinkers fre-
quently preferred philosophical analysis of the possibility and implications of the 
concept of a surviving soul. Since the fundamental tools of rational thinking, such 
as logic and dialectics, were formulated by Plato and Aristotle, most scientific 
thinking, and the even broader scope of rational investigation and arts, flowered 
from the soil of their (rather spiritualistic) philosophy.

Although previous philosophers had presented arguments in favor of the survival 
of the soul, it was Plato who shaped the entire history of this discussion by connect-
ing the subject with the ultimate grounds for rational thought: the mental or subjec-
tive constitution of ideas as regulative principles for all judgements. In his Phaedo, 
Plato argued that only an intellectual substance could interact with ideas, and since 
we only think by means of ideas/form, a part of us would clearly be intellectual/

5 As a single paradigmatic example, we may consider the case of Zoroastrianism, which strongly 
influenced the moral dualism of (at least) Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Manicheism. Zarathustra 
(westernized Zoroaster) was an Iranian sage that may have lived around 1100 to 2000 years B.C. Like 
pretty much every founder of a new religion, he was a reformer that criticized exterior rituals and 
materialism in favor of a more universal conception of one supreme God whose main characteris-
tics were wisdom and goodness. In the afterlife, the destinies of the souls are separated after judg-
ment. The exactness of the correspondence between moral principles and the respective destinies 
to which they lead suggests that one’s state after death would be a direct consequence of one’s 
moral nature and behavior (Nigosian, 1993, p. 23). Zoroastrian moral teaching is extremely liber-
tarian and consequentialist (Nigosian, 1993, 23). The idea of impediments to perfect behavior has 
no place, leaving the rigorous consequences of voluntaristic optimism as the only possible expla-
nation for every virtuous or evil deed. As in the copious examples throughout religions, freewill is 
strongly asserted and good is its own reward.
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spiritual.6 The argument is far more powerful than it seems, for the most common 
objection to it is the philosophically unsustainable notion that ideas and patterns of 
thought are simply concocted in the course of social history. Moreover, if the intel-
lect is familiar with the eternal and a stranger to matter, it is likely, Plato concluded, 
that our mind/intellect is a spiritual substance and survives the dissolution of our 
body (Plato, 1913, p. 274 [78e-83c]).

Plato’s approach to the problem of the soul, thus, is impossible to dissociate from 
his approach to the problems of reality and knowledge, for two things are necessary 
to give systematic integrity to our understanding of life and the world: (1) we have 
to consider that the raising of questions about the ultimate reality, truth, and knowl-
edge is itself a movement that forces subjectivity into scientific and philosophical 
inquiry; (2) what we actually want with scientific and philosophical investigation is 
to find the truth, wisdom, and virtue, but such goals have some distinct features that 
demand an idealistic or spiritualistic solution. According to Plato, and basically 
every rationalist after him, including most mathematicians, for example, it would be 
irrational to consider materialistic solutions for the most fundamental questions.

Aristotle tried to capture the soul in its manifestations, both in terms of biology 
and ethics. In both cases, a difference can be observed between our more or less 
automatic inclinations and our sensorial reactions to the environment (including 
desires) and the free intelligent deliberations of our consciousness (Hicks, 2015, 
III.4, [427a6–427b26]), which do not seem to follow a physical order but rather a 
higher one.7

Plato and Aristotle shaped the structure of rational thinking, and both of them 
discussed the spiritual nature of humans only with rational arguments. In fact, most 
Western philosophers and scientists, from Pythagoras and Cicero to Newton and 
from G. Leibniz and Robert Boyle (Sommer, 2013) to Max Planck and Kurt Gödel 
(Wang, 1996), considered the immortality of the soul a sequitur of the very prem-
ises that formed the basis for scientific and logical thought. The fact that most of the 
greatest intellects of human history were strongly persuaded about the soul’s sur-
vival – and many of them through the force of Plato’s arguments – is an oft over-
looked fact, and it calls for better exploration and understanding.

The transcendental philosophy of Immanuel Kant, one of the pinnacles of mod-
ern thought, represented for its followers the victory of spiritualism over material-
ism. In a seemingly complex relationship with the subject, Kant both mocked the 
Swedish medium Emanuel Swedenborg for offering a dreamy narrative about the 
spiritual world and offered himself elaborated arguments in favor of the immortality 
of the soul. Rooting the concept of an afterlife in his ethics, Kant argued that the fact 
that all cultures and individuals consider the possibility of survival is a consequence 
of the very structure of reasoning. It would be not a fortuitous occurrence, therefore, 
that all humans at least “entertain” the idea of an afterlife. This idea would be 

6 Additionally, Plato concluded not only that spiritual and material reality differ from each other but 
also that the immediate presence of intellectual knowledge in us suggests previous existences of 
our souls (Plato, 1913, p. 256 [74a-78a]).
7 In his ethics and in his cosmology, Aristotle also argues that the best part of every being is divine.
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inevitably produced by our rational analysis of the meaning and purpose of life 
(Kant, 2003, 107–123).

Existential arguments would grow in sophistication a century after Kant’s death, 
and many thinkers would emphasize that existential courage and happiness have 
strong correlation with metaphysical worldviews that justify suffering and purpose 
in perspective of a larger cosmic order, which includes an expanded notion of life 
(James, 2002). Far from being purely abstract, philosophy also frequently proves 
itself to be the grounds and the cause for behavior, interpretation of life, and exis-
tential attitudes, since they are all directed by one’s view of the world and life.

It is logically evident that Nihilism will have detrimental consequences to one’s 
mood, resilience, and capacity to find meaning for life in moments of despair, while 
an optimistic or even neutral metaphysics – in the sense of agnostically admitting 
the possibility of ultimate meaning and purpose for human life – has been proved a 
predicting factor of a happier and healthier life (VanderWeele et al., 2022).

It is unlikely that someone with a nihilist philosophy would invest the same effort 
and possess the same disposition in a project as one persuaded that life has profound 
meaning and is worth living and that good deeds may be rewarded. Optimism and 
the basic motivational idea that we can be masters of our own destiny, concepts well 
familiar to the greatest souls, also presuppose some level of separation between 
mental and physical reality.

Johann G. Fichte, one of the keenest philosophers of all time, argued that science 
and materialism were in opposition to each other and that thought itself was evi-
dence of a spiritual reality (Fichte, 1965). More persuasively than Descartes or 
Berkeley, Fichte demonstrates that our minds are the only immediate realities we 
can ever be aware of and that any feeling or thought about something else – such as 
material objects – is dependent on our minds. Even the atheist Schopenhauer agreed 
that philosophy could not be grounded on a non-mental substance such as the con-
cept of matter and, therefore, that matter had to depend on a more spiritual substance.

While the metaphysical rejection of the concept of an afterlife seems inexcus-
able, other critics prefer more ambiguous terms to reject the transcendent elements 
of human thought as anti-scientific. One classical attempt of exclusion of this ele-
ment is to situate some discussions outside the reach of rational or, at least, scientific 
inquiry. The very popular academic myth of conflict and mutual exclusion of sci-
ence and religion is among the most successful tools in the war of narratives on this 
matter since the Enlightenment (Coelho, 2022).

F. Schleiermacher, the founder of philosophy of religion, argued that a scientific 
study of religion should start from the living experience of the faithful instead of a 
priori disqualification of the phenomena as some sort of psychological or cultural 
delusion. For the faithful, religion is not something that humans do or produce; it is 
something that they universally perceive as being done to them, being acted upon 
them, from the outside, and the religious felling is characterized by the conscious-
ness of our dependency on the source of these occurrences (Sockness & Gräb, 
2010). Now, we may well interpret this feeling as a natural tendency to detect vague 
agency upon our lives, as part of the contemporary cognitive science of religion 
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does, but it would be unfair to ignore the very constitution of such a universal 
experience.

The historical developments of philosophy and the sciences in the last couple of 
centuries, however, have led to a state of distrust in the metaphysical arguments for 
the soul’s immortality, and, although never properly proved false, these metaphysi-
cal arguments were ultimately rejected as insufficiently based on empirical reality 
(Davies, 2000). As we will discuss later, empirical research into survival has also 
been bitterly opposed, to the extent that neither philosophical nor empirical research 
have received much credit in the age of physicalism. Challenged in the last couple 
of centuries, the idea of a surviving soul was eventually depicted as unsophisticated 
in the academic culture (Josephson, 2017; Kripal, 2010; Sommer, 2013, 2016; 
Stark, 1999). Despite the materialistic culture or, more likely as a reaction to it, 
many scientists, philosophers and scholars since the nineteenth century have initi-
ated a quest to investigate empirical evidence for survival.
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3
Setting the Scene: Addressing the Main 
Arguments Against Survival Hypothesis

This chapter will present and discuss the most frequently claimed empirical and 
philosophical objections to survival. For those who argue that survival is unques-
tionably false and impossible, there is no need even to take a look at the empirical 
evidence claimed for survival, since they would a priori know that it is impossible. 
This would be reasonable, because, if survival is impossible, this alleged evidence 
must be generated by fraud, observational or inferential error, or some other flaw. 
Despite lacking significant proof or demonstration, these objections are often pre-
sented as “the scientific way of thinking” instead of metaphysical (and often ideo-
logical) claims, which they usually are.

�Neuroscience “Proves” that the Brain Generates Mind

It is often taken for granted, both by the lay and academic public, that neuroscience 
has proved the physicalist view of mind, i.e., that mind is simply a product of the 
brain’s chemical and electrical activity (Araujo, 2012; Gabriel, 2017; Holder, 2008; 
Moreira-Almeida et al., 2018). So, the argument goes, if the brain is a necessary 
condition for the mind, the mind cannot exist once the brain is dead. Usually, three 
kinds of empirical evidence showing that changes in the brain are associated with 
changes in the mind are presented as compelling proof thereof: (1) brain stimula-
tion, drugs, brain lesions, or physiological dysfunctions affecting mind (e.g., gener-
ating hallucinations or memory loss); (2) correlations between brain and mind 
activities (e.g., feeling fear correlates to amygdala activation); and (3) parallels 
between evolution (or development) of brain and mind, i.e., increasingly higher 
mental function is exhibited by beings as they progress through life (from baby to 
adult) or evolution of the species (from lower animals to human beings) (Martin & 
Augustine, 2015).

While these three kinds of evidence are often taken for granted as conclusive 
proof that mind is just a product of brain activity, it is also constantly overlooked 
that these phenomena have been well-known to prominent psychologists and neuro-
scientists who have defended non-physicalist views of mind. Actually, the two key 
founders of modern scientific psychology, Wilhelm Wundt (Araujo, 2016) and 
William James (James, 2002), did not hold physicalist views of the mind. In 
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Fig. 3.1  Myths for assessing survival hypothesis

addition, two of the major founders of neuroscience, Charles Sherrington and 
Wilder Penfield, performed long and in-depth investigations into the phenomena 
listed above, thought profoundly about their implications for the nature of mind and 
arrived at the opposite conclusion: mind is beyond the brain and could not just be 
explained by it. Sir Charles Sherrington, creator of the term “synapse” and the semi-
nal author of our current understanding of neurons and their function (Burke, 2007), 
stated, at the end of his outstanding career that earned him a Nobel prize: “mind … 
escapes chemistry and physics” (Eccles et al., 1979, p. 131) and “that our being 
should consist of two fundamental elements offers I suppose no greater inherent 
improbability than that it should rest on one only” (Eccles et al., 1979, p. 182). To a 
similar conclusion reached the neuroscientist and neurosurgeon Wilder Penfield, 
who provided in vivo electrical stimulation in patients’ brain during neurosurgeries 
and was seminal to the localization of brain’s areas related to certain functions, 
given origin to the famous “Penfield’s homunculus.” In a book summarizing his 
final thoughts about the nature of mind, Penfield stated:

I am forced to conclude that there is no valid evidence that either epileptic discharge or 
electrical stimulation can activate the mind. … For my own part, after years of striving to 
explain the mind on the basis of brain-action alone, I have come to the conclusion that it is 
simpler (and far easier to be logical) if one adopts the hypothesis that our being does consist 
of two fundamental elements. (Penfield et al., 1978, p. 78, 80)
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A similar dualist conclusion was reached by the Nobel laureate neuroscientist John 
Eccles and the philosopher of science Karl Popper (Eccles et  al., 1979; Penfield 
et al., 1978; Popper & Eccles, 1977). Naturally, presenting the conclusions of these 
most prominent neuroscientists does not prove that physicalism is false. However, it 
makes it clear that a physicalist conclusion based on the three phenomena listed 
above is not that straightforward. This is so because there is another main perspec-
tive to evaluate this evidence: brain as an instrument for mind manifestation, not as 
a mind producer. This hypothesis was well discussed over a century ago. As the 
philosopher, physician, and psychologist William James puts it: “Brain can be an 
organ for limiting and determining to a certain form a consciousness elsewhere 
produced” (James, 1898, p. 294).

In this perspective, the brain would be a “transmissive organ,” with its imperfec-
tions and limitations, restricting the full manifestation of mind (James, 1898, 
p. 280). The brain would be similar to a TV set that does not generate the TV pro-
gram but allows us to watch it. When we were children, we often thought that TV 
characters lived inside the TV set, only later we realized this is not the case. Let’s 
apply this analogy to the three kinds of evidence often used to “prove” that brain 
generates mind: (1) electrical stimulation or damage to TV circuits may generate or 
affect the TV’s sound and images, (2) there will be strict correlates between TV’s 
circuit activation and images displayed, and (3) a better picture (even 4 K!) and 
sound correspond to the technology and quality of the TV set. However, neither of 
these three lines of evidence “prove” that the TV set is the ultimate source, the pro-
ducer of the TV programs, nor that they could not be displayed through other 
devices (e.g., other TV sets, cell phones, computers, etc.). In fact, they only show 
that the TV set is important for exhibiting the TV program in a certain form (on that 
TV screen).

In summary, as stated by James (1898) over a century ago, the three pieces of 
evidence above can be equally explained by both the production (materialist) and 
the transmissive theories, so they do not permit testing if the brain is the mind’s 
instrument or generator.1 Empirical evidence to test and compare these two theories 
needs to be sought elsewhere, and this will be the subject of Chaps. 4 and 5.

Several misleading rhetorical strategies commonly used by some physicalists 
have been exposed by many scientists and philosophers. One is the recurrent use of 
misguided analogies and metaphors (e.g., brain producing mind is a purely physico-
chemical process like digestion, or is the same as a computer) to disguise the lack of 
convincing empirical evidence and an adequate understanding of the whole process 
by which the brain would generate mind (Araujo, 2012). In addition, what we actu-
ally know about the alleged neural mechanisms of the mind and their implications 
is often overstated (Moreira-Almeida et al., 2018). As expressed by the Nobel laure-
ate neuroscientist Eccles:

1 As stated by a contemporary of James, the philosopher C. S. Schiller: “if … a man loses con-
sciousness as soon as his brain is injured, it is clearly as good an explanation to say the injury to 
the brain destroyed the mechanism by which the manifestation of consciousness was rendered 
possible, as to say that it destroyed the seat of consciousness” (Schiller, 1891, p. 295–296).
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There is a general tendency to overplay the scientific knowledge of the brain, which, regret-
fully, also is done by many scientists and scientific writers. For example, we are told that the 
brain ‘sees’ lines, angles (…) and that therefore we will soon be able to explain how a 
whole picture is ‘seen’ (…). But this statement is misleading. All that is known to happen 
in the brain is that neurons of the visual cortex are caused to fire trains of impulse in 
response to some specific visual input. (Popper & Eccles, 1977, p. 225)2

When physicalists are confronted by the lack of robust empirical evidence or a rea-
sonable theory that would bridge the explanatory gap between brain activity and 
consciousness activities (e.g., qualia, reasoning, feelings, etc.) (Chalmers, 1995), 
they often claim it is a very complex issue that neuroscience will solve in the near 
future. This is a rhetorical strategy exposed as “promissory materialism” by Popper 
and Eccles (1977, p.  97). In a similar vein, the prominent philosopher Markus 
Gabriel (2017) recently exposed the “neurocentrism” that “preaches: the self is a 
brain” (p.  20) as an ideology based on “neuromythology” and “neuromania” 
(Gabriel, 2017).

�Principle of Parsimony: We Should Explain Mind Solely 
on a Material Basis

This often-invoked argument claims we should accept the simpler hypothesis, i.e., 
we should explain mind and spiritual/anomalous experiences solely on material 
basis, instead of including an extra cause (e.g., a non-material aspect of the mind or 
of the universe) (Martin & Augustine, 2015). However, it is a misuse of the Principle 
of Parsimony (or Occam’s razor) (Lycan, 2009), since this states we should prefer 
the simpler hypothesis only if both candidates have the same explanatory and heu-
ristic power. Or, the classical formulation of Occam’s razor: “Entities are not to be 
multiplied beyond necessity” (Baker, 2016). Evidence frequently requires us to 
assume multiple causes for a phenomenon, such as those of health and disease. It is 
no longer acceptable to believe they could be explained just by biological, psycho-
logical, or social factors in isolation, but we need a comprehensive and dynamic 
biopsychosocial model of health (Engel, 1977).

As discussed in the previous topic, the hypothesis of the brain as an instrument 
of the mind explains neuroscientific findings and, in addition, better explains volun-
tary acts and spiritual experiences. As stated by Schiller (1891, p. 295), “it will fit 
the facts alleged in favor of materialism equally well, besides enabling us to under-
stand facts which materialism rejected as ‘supernatural’.”3

2 A similar warning was issued by another neuroscientist/philosopher pairing: “the ascription of 
psychological – in particular, cognitive and cogitative – attributes to the brain is (…) a source of 
much (…) confusion (…) the great discoveries of neuroscience do not require this misconceived 
form of explanation” (Bennett & Hacker, 2003, p. 3–4).
3 This was also clearly explained by William James: “The transmission-theory also puts itself in 
touch with a whole class of experiences that are with difficulty explained by the production-theory. 
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�There Is No Mechanism for How the Mind Would Influence 
the Brain

It is desirable to have a theoretical mechanism to explain a given empirical finding, 
but it is not a sine qua non (Ohlsson & Kendler, 2020) in any science. For example, 
Sir Austin Bradford Hill, in his classic paper on the criteria for judging a causal con-
nection in epidemiology, talks about the criteria of “plausibility”:

It will be helpful if the causation we suspect is biologically plausible. But this is a feature I 
am convinced we cannot demand. What is biologically plausible depends upon the biologi-
cal knowledge of the day. … the association we observe may be one new to science or medi-
cine and we must not dismiss it too light-heartedly as just too odd. As Sherlock Holmes 
advised Dr. Watson, ‘when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however 
improbable, must be the truth.’ (Hill, 1965, p. 298).

John Ioannidis, one of today’s most prominent epidemiologists, recently reexam-
ined the accumulated, empirical evidence for Hill’s criteria in the 50 years since its 
publication and concluded that “In most cases, evocation of plausibility has been 
misleading” (Ioannidis, 2016, p. 1760–1761). To tell the truth, major scientific dis-
coveries and their consequent theoretical advancements usually take place precisely 
when scientists observe phenomena they cannot explain and/or which do not con-
form to the established paradigms (Shapin, 1996). This is what the philosopher of 
science Thomas Kuhn called paradigm “anomalies” (Kuhn, 1970). Instead of being 
neglected, these anomalies should be investigated in depth; otherwise, it could gen-
erate a dogmatic denial of empirical evidence and hamper the progress of science 
(Chibeni & Moreira-Almeida, 2007). For example, until the early nineteenth cen-
tury, it had been “known” for more than 2000 years (since Aristotle, and confirmed 
by Newton) “that no small bodies exist in space beyond the Moon” (Marvin, 2007, 
p. B10). Based on this, reports of meteorites were plainly rejected by most scientists 
(including some of the more prominent ones, such as Lavoisier) without any inves-
tigation because, since (as was believed) there are no rocks in the sky, they cannot 
fall from the sky, and this idea would contradict “common sense and the laws of 
physics” (Marvin, 2007, p. B10).

The preponderance of empirical evidence over theory was the core of the 
Scientific Revolution (Shapin, 1996), and it is even more necessary in a pre-
paradigmatic phase in a Kuhnian sense.4This pre-paradigmatic phase is certainly 
where we are in terms of scientific exploration of mind. Often, a new paradigm or a 
new scientific field emerges proposing phenomenological theories, heavily based on 

I refer to those obscure and exceptional phenomena reported at all times throughout human history 
[…] religious conversions, providential leadings in answer to prayer, instantaneous healings, pre-
monitions, apparitions at time of death, clairvoyant visions or impressions, and the whole range of 
mediumistic capacities […] All such experiences, quite paradoxical and meaningless on the pro-
duction-theory, fall very naturally into place on the other theory. We need only suppose the conti-
nuity of our consciousness […]” (James, 1898, p. 298–299).
4 A pre-paradigmatic phase is when a scientific field has not yet reached a paradigm, a consensus 
in the scientific community about theories and methods to explore a given group of phenomena.
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observed phenomena, in spite of not being able to explain the mechanisms by which 
these phenomenological theories work. Disruptive scientific discoveries occurred 
counter to well-established theories and usually with no clear mechanism to explain 
the findings (Shapin, 1996). Darwin and Mendel proposed natural selection and 
genetics despite not being able to explain the intrinsic mechanisms (e.g., how the 
organism’s traits were passed down to the next generation). This was possible only 
decades later, with the development of molecular biology leading to revolutionary 
discoveries such as DNA and genetic mutations (Chibeni & Moreira-Almeida, 
2007).5Newton’s law of gravitation, which requires action at a distance, contra-
dicted head-on the prevailing mechanical principle, and he was accused of “reintro-
ducing discredited occult powers” into science (Shapin, 1996, p. 42). It is useful to 
recall that physics still cannot explain the mechanisms by which gravity’s action at 
a distance takes place.

To be fair, key scientists and philosophers have raised hypotheses to explain how 
a non-physical mind could influence brain function. For example, the prominent 
quantum physicist Henry Stapp proposed a “quantum interactive dualism” (Schwartz 
et al., 2005; Stapp, 2006). In a similar vein, a leading philosopher of religion pro-
posed that the mind could influence wave function collapse in the physical body 
(Plantinga, 2011).6 A collection of several other models developed to accommodate 
such mind-brain interactions is available in the book Beyond Physicalism (Kelly 
et al., 2015). The point here is not to argue which model is true but to show that 
several important authors have worked on theories that could account for mind-
body interaction.

Regarding the oft-raised objection that the influence of a non-material mind over 
the brain would violate the principle of the conservation of energy, Plantinga 
reminds us that, even in classical physics, “this principle is stated for closed sys-
tems; but any physical system (a brain, e.g.) in which an immaterial substance 
caused a change would obviously not be a closed system” (Plantinga, 2011). Since 
the brain is not an isolated or closed system but receives an external force from the 
mind, the total amount of energy changes and does not therefore violate this law of 
classical physics (Averill & Keating, 1981).

In addition, as stated by the philosopher of science Robert Almeder (1992), dis-
cussing precisely the evidence for survival, we may know that something happens, 
even if we do not know how or why it happens. It is also good to remember that even 
ardent proponents of physicalist views of the mind acknowledge that they are not 
even close to a good theory to explain how the brain would generate mind (Araujo, 

5 Similar examples would be the development of the germ theory to explain infectious diseases that 
used to be regarded as caused by miasmas. Ignaz Semmelweis was able to explain death by puer-
peral sepsis (Noakes et al., 2008) and John Snow the cholera outbreak in London (Vandenbroucke 
et  al., 1991) with rudimentary versions of the germ theory, despite not being able to show the 
bacteria that caused them, much less the mechanisms by which bacteria live, reproduce, and cause 
harm to human beings.
6 Examples of other proposals are the “no-collapse” model proposed by the physicist Chris Clarke 
(2012) and the “quantum soul” hypothesis by the anesthesiologist Stuart Hameroff (Clarke, 2012).
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2012; Blackmore, 2006). In summary, the alleged absence of a good explanatory 
theory (or reports of empirical phenomena that allegedly contradict established 
theories) is not a good reason to reject non-physicalist views of mind and its survival 
of bodily death. This is especially true in the pre-paradigmatic period we live in 
regarding the nature of mind and its relationship to the brain (Chibeni & Moreira-
Almeida, 2007).

�Science Has Proved Physicalism and Survival 
Implies Supernaturalism

It is often stated that, because science has proved physicalism, there must be a 
perennial and inevitable conflict between science and religion and all learned peo-
ple are physicalists and deny survival. Only the superstitious would maintain these 
beliefs since they would not take into consideration other possible explanations: 
“The investigators [of psychic phenomena] … were believers, and they made no 
effort to rule out fraud” (Lester, 2005, p. 198).

This line of argument combines misguided philosophical reasoning, historical 
myths, strawman strategy, and ad hominem attacks. Firstly, physicalism is a meta-
physical assumption (Stoljar, 2017). As a philosophical interpretation about the 
knowledge provided by scientific research, it is not and cannot be a scientific fact in 
itself. It is beyond the scope of science to tell of all that might exist in the universe, 
but metaphysical speculation can build consistent hypotheses about what is being 
this scope. Physicalism and spiritualism are examples of such general metaphysical 
hypothesis. It is also important to distinguish science (a method based on rational 
and empirical investigation of nature) from materialist scientism (an ideology that 
is disguisedly presented as scientific fact) (Haught, 2005). The sciences sometimes 
describe phenomena that suggest alternative or contradictory philosophical conse-
quences. Some phenomena may suggest or allow a more materialist interpretation 
of nature, while other ones may suggest “purpose” (Coelho, 2022).

Secondly, in addition to physicalism being an additional metaphysical assump-
tion, it is not a requirement for scientific inquiry nor is it a consequence of the sci-
entific study of nature (Plantinga, 2011). In fact, by and large, most of the founders 
of modern science (e.g., Francis Bacon, Robert Boyle, Isaac Newton, Johannes 
Kepler, and René Descartes) were not physicalists but typically, in fact, religiously 
motivated to pursue science. They thought that science, as a study of creation, would 
help us to get to know the creator better and strengthen religious faith. In addition, 
it is currently a well-established historical fact that the idea of an inevitable and 
perennial conflict between science and religion is a myth (Alvarado, 2013; Harrison, 
2015; Josephson, 2017; Numbers, 2009; Plantinga, 2011; Shapin, 1996; Sommer, 
2013). Recent surveys have found a high prevalence of beliefs in survival and/or 
non-physicalist views of the human being among scientists, philosophers, psychia-
trists, and people with a higher education (Bourget & Chalmers, 2014; Curcio & 
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Moreira-Almeida, 2019; Menegatti-Chequini et  al., 2019; Moreira-Almeida & 
Araujo, 2015).

Thirdly, it is not historically accurate to describe survival researchers as naïve 
believers who have not considered the possibility of fraud or other alternative 
hypotheses. Actually, many of the leading scientific minds since the nineteenth cen-
tury have been involved in survival research—William James, Alfred Russel 
Wallace, Cesare Lombroso, William Crookes, Oliver Lodge, Pierre Janet, Carl 
Jung, Theodore Flournoy, and Hans Eysenck (Moreira-Almeida, 2012)—as well as 
several Nobel laureates, Charles Richet, Pierre Curie and Marie Curie, J. J. Thomson, 
Henri Bergson, and Lord Rayleigh (Stevenson, 1977). Cardeña (2015) has compiled 
a list of more than 200 eminent scientists and intellectuals who took seriously the 
possibility of psi phenomena. Many of them did not deal directly with survival, but 
it shows that psi research is not just a matter for less intelligent people.

A landmark in the scientific investigation of survival was the founding of the 
Society for Psychical Research (SPR) in 1882, headed up by fellows from Trinity 
College Cambridge and composed of highly qualified scientists and intellectuals 
(Gauld, 1968; West, 2015).7 It is also worth noting that many SPR researchers and 
other key figures in the field did not believe in survival (Gauld, 1968; Sommer, 
2013). In addition, several SPR researchers started their studies as skeptics of sur-
vival and changed their minds based on the studies they performed, e.g., William 
Crookes, Cesare Lombroso, Oliver Lodge, Richard Hodgson, James Hyslop, and 
Frederic Myers (Hyslop, 1901; Lodge, 1929; Lombroso, 1909; Moreira-Almeida, 
2006). Good researchers who accept the survival hypothesis typically first test and 
rule out the “usual suspects,” i.e., the main conventional explanations “namely, 
fraud, misreporting, malobservation, or hidden memories (cryptomnesia)” 
(Almeder, 1992; Braude, 2003, p.10; Stevenson, 1977). As William James put it:

In fact, were I asked to point to a scientific journal where hard-headedness and never-
sleeping suspicion of sources of error might be seen in their full bloom, I think I should 
have to fall back on the Proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research. (Murphy & 
Ballou, 1960, p. 29)

Finally, the acceptance of a non-physical mind and its survival does not imply deny-
ing or neglecting all the scientific achievements humanity has achieved to date. In 
fact, this new knowledge about human beings would add to, and not replace, what 
we already know through science. As often commented by the psychiatrist Ian 
Stevenson, to explain human behavior, in addition to “Nature” (biology) and 
“Nurture” (environment), he would add a non-physical and surviving “Mind” 
(Kelly, 2013). So, the purpose is not to replace knowledge but to expand it, taking 
more factors into consideration for a more comprehensive view of human beings. 

7 The SPR’s aim was: “to approach these various problems [psychical and spiritualistic phenom-
ena] without prejudice or prepossession of any kind, and in the same spirit of exact and unimpas-
sioned inquiry which has enabled Science to solve so many problems ... The founders of this 
Society fully recognize the exceptional difficulties which surround this branch of research; but 
they nevertheless hope that by patient and systematic effort some results of permanent value may 
be attained” (Sidgwick, 1882, p. 4).
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Usually, these authors do not endorse supernaturalism but rather an expanded natu-
ralism that regards consciousness as an irreducible component of the universe, in 
addition to matter, but also subject to natural laws (Kelly, 2007; Myers, 1903; Nagel, 
2012; Schiller, 1891; Wallace, 1866).

�Survival Implies Cartesian Dualism that Is Rejected by 
Learned People

Firstly, there are several kinds of substance dualism, and Cartesian dualism8 is just 
one of them (Loose et al., 2018). Secondly, dualism is not the only non-physicalist 
theoretical option to explain mind. For example, idealism and panpsychism are two 
other common perspectives (Kelly et al., 2015). Finally, attacks on Cartesian dual-
ism have been a paradigmatic example of strawman strategy, the misrepresentation 
of the opponent’s ideas to make it easier to attack and defeat9 (Duncan, 2000; Loose 
et al., 2018; Moreira-Almeida et al., 2018). Actually, Descartes proposed an inter-
actionist dualism that acknowledges a complex and intricate, bidirectional influence 
between mind and body, allowing both mind to influence the body and body changes 
to influence the mind. It is worth reading the paper “Giving Dualism Its Due,” writ-
ten by the materialist philosopher William Lycan (2009) in which, in “an uncharac-
teristic exercise in intellectual honesty” (p. 551), he analyses the standard objections 
to dualism and concludes that:

no convincing case has been made against substance dualism, and that standard objections 
to it can be credibly answered … going just by actual arguments as opposed to appeals to 
decency and what good guys believe, materialism is not significantly better supported than 
dualism. (Lycan, 2009, p. 551,562)

The claim that dualism is no longer accepted by any learned person is also patently 
false. Recent surveys among Brazilian psychiatrists (Menegatti-Chequini et  al., 
2019; Moreira-Almeida & Araujo, 2015), European university students and health 
professionals (Demertzi et al., 2009), and philosophers in Europe and North America 
(Bourget & Chalmers, 2014) show a high frequency of acceptance of dualism. In 
addition, substance dualism is still a major player in contemporary philosophy of 
mind as shown by recent works on the topic by prominent philosophers (Almeder, 
2022; Plantinga, 2011; Swinburne, 2013) and a recent companion book on sub-
stance dualism with contributions from dozens of philosophers (Loose et al., 2018).

8 Substance dualism in philosophy of mind proposes we are composed of two fundamental and 
radically different kinds of things: mind and body. Cartesian dualism is a very influential form of 
dualism proposed by René Descartes, claiming that mind (res cogitans) was a totally immaterial 
substance that has no extension in space (Robinson, 2020).
9 For example, that Cartesian dualism would propose mind and brain as compartmentalized, non-
interacting parts of human beings denying psychosomatic influences (Duncan, 2000; Loose et al., 
2018; Moreira-Almeida et al., 2018).
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Actually, these preliminary objections to survival are far weaker than often 
claimed by their supporters, and, regrettably, they have frequently led to a dogmatic 
materialist scientism. In summary, there is no sound argument or empirical evidence 
to compel us to an a priori rejection of survival as an explanatory hypothesis for the 
anomalous and spiritual experiences we will discuss in this book (Hyslop, 1901; 
Plantinga, 2011). In light of this, the survival hypothesis should be taken into con-
sideration through a rigorous but open-minded and fair examination. Refusing to 
consider this possibility would be dogmatic and, thus, anti-scientific.
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4
What Would Constitute Evidence 
for Personal Survival After Death?

If we are searching for empirical evidence for a given hypothesis, we have to con-
sider that the truth value of every proposition about observations is ultimately fal-
lible, so that we will never be in a position to justify unrestricted certainty or 
unrestricted disbelief in any specific fact (Almeder, 1992). The best method to sus-
tain the critical and educated balance between belief and disbelief, between dog-
matic conviction and dogmatic skepticism, is science. But no science is based on a 
single, extremely persuasive piece of evidence.

But how exactly is a science born? What kinds of struggle does it have to endure 
to move from initial rejection to widespread acceptance? History and philosophy of 
science have been addressing this quandary for some time, and what we have 
learned from these reflections is intellectual humility, since more than once we have 
been mistaken about claims erstwhile deemed a certainty. Empirically based claims 
are never conclusive.1 Some given experiences may suggest that the mind does not 
survive bodily death, while other experiences may suggest that it does.

At least since Edward Tylor in the nineteenth century, many scholars of religion 
have proposed that religious and spiritual beliefs are based on spiritual experiences 
(SE) since, at first sight, they suggest a non-material aspect of the human being and 
its survival (e.g., out-of-body experiences, seeing and hearing spirits of the dead, 
etc.) (Bozzano, 1997; Hardy, 1979; James, 2002; Lang, 1898; Rennie, 2008; Tylor, 
1871). Actually, SE have been used since antiquity as evidence for a spiritual aspect 
of man for many of the most prominent scholars (e.g., Pythagoras, Socrates, and 
Plato – (Firth, 1904; Plato, 1913)), passing through the Middle Ages (most authors, 
but Thomas Aquinas in particular is worth mentioning (Aquinatis, 1880, [STh Ia, 
q75])) and the Modern Age (e.g., Robert Boyle, Rene Descartes, and Francis Bacon) 
(Josephson, 2017; Kripal, 2010; Sommer, 2013).

1 As the wide philosophical tradition from Hume, Kant, and Coleridge to Popper shows. According 
to Coleridge’s Opus Magnum, one is never completely serious about asserting that all sheep are 
white, for it is conceivable that some new experience disproves this assertion.
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In the last two centuries, based on materialist metaphysics, any non-physicalist 
factor contributing to the explanation of SE has often, a priori, been rejected. Based 
on the metaphysical commitment to physicalism, all SE must be explained away as 
mental disorder, psychological distortions, social constructions, or physiological 
effects (Holder, 2008; James, 2002; Moreira-Almeida et al., 2005; Myers, 1903). 
This perspective gave birth to the principle of the Methodological Exclusion of the 
Transcendent, proposed by the Swiss psychologist Theodore Flournoy (1902), 
which proposes a “biological interpretation of religious phenomena,” its “psycho-
physiological nature” (Flournoy, 1902, p. 57).

However, many authors reject Methodological Exclusion of the Transcendent 
(Coelho, 2021) and defend the inclusion of the transcendent, at least as a hypothesis 
to be taken into consideration for an understanding and explanation of SE 
(Beauregard et  al., 2014; Cardeña, 2014; Hardy, 1979; Hood et  al., 2018; Kelly, 
2007, 2013; Kripal, 2010; Lang, 1898; Moreira-Almeida & Santos, 2012; Myers, 
1903; Sech Junior et al., 2013; Stark, 2017; Walach, 2014). What they defend is not 
a denial of the biopsychosocial explanatory factors of SE. These factors can explain 
much (perhaps most), but not all SE, for example, when an NDE or a visionary 
experience conveys veridical information unknown to the observer (Stevenson, 
1983). Why must these experiences necessarily be explained only by physical fac-
tors and why should we be forbidden from even entertaining the hypothesis that 
consciousness was actually beyond the body and was able to perceive such things? 
The crucial point is not that we should assume a non-physical explanation, but we 
should not dogmatically exclude it a priori based on previous metaphysical or ideo-
logical commitment.2

But what would be evidence for survival? Before discussing evidence for per-
sonal survival, it is essential to discuss personal identity and how we can know the 
existence of other minds (in addition to our own minds). Though we do not usually 
think about this, we can have direct access and evidence only about our own minds. 
We only directly experience our minds: feelings, thoughts, desires, sense of being, 
etc. As stated by René Descartes: cogito, ergo sum (I think, therefore I am).3 
However, how can I know that there are other minds, other thinking beings in the 
world given that I cannot experience their minds directly? What if other people are 
just mindless flesh machines, zombies? We do know of the existence of other minds 
because we perceive other bodies behaving in ways indicating they have minds like 
ourselves. They behave and express themselves as if they also think, feel, have 
desires and sense of being, etc. They also engage in meaningful communication 

2 The limiting nature of an a priori commitment to physicalism was well expressed by the scholar 
Chesterton: “Spiritual doctrines do not actually limit the mind as do materialistic denials. Even if 
I believe in immortality I need not think about it. But if I disbelieve in immortality I must not think 
about it. In the first case the road is open and I can go as far as I like; in the second the road is shut” 
(Chesterton, 1909, p. 40).
3 In an even more powerful logical form, given by Fichte, quodcunque cogitate, est; whatever 
thinks testifies its own existence (Fichte, 1965, p. 262). Things that do not think, however, have to 
be proven, described, and justified by someone who thinks.
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with us and are capable of shared attention, proving that we are interacting with 
“something” that is interpersonally aware of “seeing and being seen” (Hegel, 1970; 
Coelho, 2016).4 But because we do not have direct access to their minds, we must 
base our verdict on indirect evidence, based on an observation of their behavior 
(Berkeley, 1975; Chibeni, 2020; Moreira-Almeida, 2012).

After acknowledging there are other minds out there, how can we decide about 
their identities? We can judge “the identity of a mind by a sufficiently rich set of its 
qualities: ideas, knowledge, desires, ways of reasoning and feeling, etc.” (Chibeni, 
2020, p. 4). A specific pattern of these qualities, a continuity of character and mem-
ory, is what characterizes a personality, an individual mind, or soul (Quinton, 
2008).5 For example, my friend Bob has a specific pattern of memories, feelings, 
values, ways to react to life events, humor, etc. that characterize him. Any time I 
meet him (i.e., I see his body), I expect such a cluster of personal features. However, 
what ultimately matters is not the body itself but the mental and psychological prop-
erties (Perry, 2008). According to the philosopher Lord Quinton, the body functions 
as “convenient recognition devices” for a given soul (personal identity).6

A thought experiment will help to illustrate this. Let’s suppose that my friend 
Bob travels abroad and suffers a terrible accident, having his body entirely burned, 
but he survives, completely disfigured. If DNA testing is not available, how would I 
know that he is my dear friend Bob when I see him some months after the accident? 
I can no longer see features in his body that I used to recognize in my friend Bob. 
So, I’ll have to rely entirely on the pattern of mental qualities that characterize him, 
i.e., I’ll look for a psychological continuity of Bob’s personality.

What if my friend Bob dies in the accident? What would constitute evidence for 
Bob’s survival (his mind, personality, soul) after bodily death? I would have to look 
for the same continuity of character and memory that I had previously sought when 
he survived, but I could no longer use his body as a “recognition device” for his 
personality. So, empirical evidence of someone’s personal survival after death 
would be evidence for persistence of the “thinking being,” of the “I,” after death or 
when the brain is not working. In order to recognize an alleged surviving personal-
ity after death, we would expect specific personal characteristics that would mani-
fest themselves through the means they had at their disposal (e.g., a medium’s body, 

4 Both idealistic research on intersubjectivity and contemporary analytic philosophical research on 
second-person perspective give fruitful insight on how our minds are in fact in an interdependent 
relationship with other minds—that is, interpersonal relationship. Research on psychosocial cog-
nition has led to very similar results (Frith & Frith, 2007).
5 As claimed by the philosopher Stephen Braude, “we decide who someone is on the basis of what 
they say and how they behave – more specifically, their memory claims and continuity of charac-
ter” (Braude, 2003, p. 3–4).
6 “What is unique about individual people that is important enough for us to call them by individual 
proper names? In our general relations with other human beings their bodies are for the most part 
intrinsically unimportant. We use them as convenient recognition devices enabling us to locate 
without difficulty the persistent character and memory complexes in which we are interested, 
which we love or like. (…)” (Quinton, 2008, p. 64).
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or a new body in cases of reincarnation) (Almeder, 1992; Braude, 2003; Stevenson, 
1977). For example:

•	 Memory

–– Being able to remember facts, ideally in large number, accurate, and covering 
several topics

–– Identifying people the claimed personality was acquainted with when alive

•	 Skills of the alleged personality

–– Speaking or writing in a foreign language
–– Artistic: poetry, prose, painting, playing some musical instrument, etc.
–– Handwriting

•	 Personality traits: temperament, character, and personal style (Moreira-Almeida, 
2012, p. 196–197)

The best evidence for a surviving mind would not only be the persistence of 
memory, “a memory bank is not a person” (Gauld, 1982, p. 75). What is important 
is the persistence of the character, especially evidence that the “I” is still active: new 
verifiable memories and evidence of will, personal skills, affection, peculiar goals, 
humor, mannerisms, etc., regarding new events and situations.7

The evidence discussed above, if real, would invalidate physicalist views of con-
sciousness and human nature. For a given hypothesis to be scientific and not dog-
matic, it must be possible to imagine possible empirical evidence that would falsify8 
it (Moreira-Almeida, 2006). Making these physicalist views falsifiable in the sense 
proposed by the philosopher of science Karl Popper (1963): if consciousness is 
generated and depends on the brain functioning for its existence, there should not be 
any evidence of mind activity when the brain is dead or not functional (Popper, 
1963). If this sort of evidence is consistently found, especially by different investi-
gators using different methods and investigating different phenomena, they would 
falsify physicalist views of mind. The Chap. 5 will present and discuss the main 
empirical evidence for mind activity when the brain is not functional or dead.

7 As stated by Alan Gauld: “evidence that certain deceased persons have after their deaths contin-
ued to attempt to pursue goals and purposes that were characteristic of them in life, or have begun 
to pursue goals that might be thought a natural development of these” (Gauld, 1982, p. 75).
8 Karl Popper, one of the main philosophers of science of the twentieth century, proposed the crite-
rion of falsifiability for demarcating science from non-science. According to this very influential 
criterion, a hypothesis is scientific only when it is possible to imagine some sort of empirical 
observation that potentially would falsify (prove false) that hypothesis (Popper, 1963).
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5
The Best Available Evidence for Life  
After Death

�Mediumship

Mediums are individuals who claim to have the ability to perceive, communicate 
with, or be under the control of deceased persons (Moreira-Almeida, 2012). This 
experience has been universally reported throughout the ages and has been amply 
investigated. In the face of both religious and materialist dogmatism, leading intel-
lectuals advocated the need for a serious investigation of such seemingly extraordi-
nary phenomena.

Communication with the deceased and their apparitions have been very common 
and universal occurrences across cultures since the first records of civilization, 
though in accordance with the specific symbolism and metaphors of different reli-
gious and artistic traditions (Bozzano, 1997; Du Prel, 1889; Myers, 1903). Ancient 
Egyptians had the common practice of exchanging messages between the living and 
the dead (Helck & Otto, 1975, Vol. I, p. 297). Origen, one of the church fathers, 
argued that Christ could not resurrect in the same physical body but had to make (or 
receive) a celestial body for himself (Bigg, 1886, p. 197–200). This “thesis on the 
apparition of the dead” would make Christ’s resurrection the greatest ghost story of 
all times while taking it seriously. It is not in dispute that almost all saints, spiritual 
masters, seers, and religious traditions involve at least occasional contact between 
the spiritual and the physical realm and at least some perceptions of these spiritual 
realities. According to these metaphors, the souls may present themselves as spirits, 
phantoms, angels, gods, saints, bodhisattvas, djinns, or even undefined entities but 
always carrying meaning or having a message to deliver.1

1 To mention just a few remarkable examples, Dante Alighieri reveals personal encounters with 
some sort of spirit or angel (Alighieri, 1993, p. 23–24), Giordano Bruno considers them common-
sensical (Bruno et al., 1998, p. 111–116), and J. G. Hamann even argued that the Holy Spirit of the 
Christians’ and Socrates’ daemon had the same origin (Hamann, 1959) so that all contacts with 
spiritual reality were possible sources of revelation.
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Although anecdotal evidence that convinced many observers has always existed, 
systematic, scientific studies only began in the second half of the nineteenth century 
(Gauld, 1982). Then, the idea of possible contact with departed souls became an 
object of empirical research, under different labels such as Spiritism, Modern 
Spiritualism, Animal Magnetism, and Psychical Research, among others.

A major figure in these initial efforts was the French scholar Hippolyte Léon 
Denizard Rivail, better known as Allan Kardec, who proposed an investigation into 
mediumistic phenomena through experimental methods and developed a philoso-
phy called Spiritism (Chibeni, 2020; Moreira-Almeida, 2008). His purpose was to 
naturalize these experiences: “facts falsely qualified as supernatural are subject to 
laws, it makes them enter the order of the phenomena of nature” (Kardec, 1890).

A few decades later, several scientific societies were established to investigate 
such phenomena. The Society for Psychical Research (SPR) was founded in 1882 
(Weaver, n.d.). The American Society for Psychical Research (ASPR) was founded 
under the leadership of William James, in 1884 (Gauld, 1982, Ch. 1). In France, the 
Institut Métapsychique International (IMI) was founded in 1919 by scholars includ-
ing Charles Richet (Evrard, n.d.).

�Mrs. Leonora Piper

Probably the best and most investigated medium at that time was Mrs. Leonora 
Piper, from Boston (Gauld, 1982, Ch. 3). The Harvard professor and founder of 
American scientific psychology, William James, conducted the first studies. He ini-
tially took 25 different sitters to her, all of whom used pseudonyms, and she pre-
sented correct information of private affairs related to each of the sitters. After more 
than 10  years’ investigating Mrs. Piper, James was convinced that conventional 
explanations could not account for her trances. Mrs. Piper was James’ “white crow”:

(…) If you wish to upset the law that all crows are black, you must not seek to show that no 
crows are; it is enough if you prove one single crow to be white. My own white crow is Mrs. 
Piper. In the trances of this medium, I cannot resist the conviction that knowledge appears 
which she has never gained by the ordinary waking use of her eyes and ears and wits. (…) 
(James, 1886, p. 131)

Mrs. Piper was continuously and rigorously investigated for almost 25  years by 
many scientists, including Sir Oliver Lodge, James Hyslop, and the skeptical “fraud 
hunter” Richard Hodgson (Gauld, 1982, Ch. 3). For example, she and her private 
contacts were followed by detectives to ensure she could not fraudulently obtain 
information. Also, she was taken from the USA to England, where she didn’t know 
anyone, to be studied by SPR members. Even so, Mrs. Piper produced accurate 
information. Her ability was so impressive that she sometimes simultaneously wrote 
different messages on each hand, allegedly from different discarnate personalities, 
while dictating a third message (Gauld, 1982, Ch. 3; Hodgson, 1897). Most scien-
tists who investigated her in depth became convinced she consistently obtained 
anomalous information, and many were persuaded that these came from discarnate 
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personalities. Also, there was never any reasonable evidence for fraud despite being 
thoroughly investigated.

The material obtained through investigations in séances with Mrs. Piper is vast, 
and we present here just some illustrative examples. First, it is essential to note that 
the séances were conducted in daylight, with no special arrangement in the room. 
The researcher introduced the sitters anonymously (usually unknown to her), and 
she produced the mediumistic writing in full view of those present (Hyslop, 1901, 
Chps. 1 and 6). One illustrative example was the experiment conducted by Hodgson 
to test the identity of one of Mrs. Piper’s “communicators”—George Pelham (GP). 
Hodgson invited GP’s family members and friends and arranged several sessions 
with Mrs. Piper. In a state of trance, she easily recognized 29 out of 30 individuals 
invited among 120 other sitters unbeknown to GP, reporting pertinent knowledge 
about their private lives and engaging in conversation with them as GP would have 
done. The person she did not recognize was a lady GP had met when the lady was a 
little girl. GP was an acquaintance of her mother. After a brief comment about the 
sitter’s mother, Mrs. Piper (in trance) said the words below, reporting specific 
knowledge about the lady’s mother:

Of course, oh, very well. For pity sake, are you her little daughter? By Jove, how you have 
grown ... I thought so much of your mother, a charming woman. Our tastes were similar. Do 
you know Marte at all? Your mother knows. Ask her if she remembers the book I gave her 
to read. And ask her if she still remembers me and the long talks we used to have at the 
home evenings. I wish I could have known you better, it would have been so nice to have 
recalled the past. (Hodgson, 1897, p. 324-325)

The first sitting relating to GP took place 5 weeks after his death and was conducted 
by Hodgson and assisted by an intimate friend of GP (introduced as Mr. Hart, a 
pseudonym). In a trance, Mrs. Piper gave GP’s real name in full, and also those of 
“several of his most intimate friends, including the name of the sitter” (Hodgson, 
1897, p. 297) and incidents unknown to the sitters. For example, Mr. and Mrs. James 
and May Howard were mentioned (GP’s friend and their names were not mentioned 
by the sitter) as well as a message to their daughter Katharine: “Tell her, she’ll 
know. I will solve the problems, Katharine” (Hodgson, 1897, p. 297). These words 
had no meaning to Mr. Hart. However, when told to Mrs. Howard, she was impressed 
because “when he [GP] had last stayed with them, he had talked frequently with 
Katharine (a fifteen-year-old girl) upon such subjects as Time, Space, God, Eternity, 
and pointed out to her how unsatisfactory the commonly accepted solutions were. 
He added that some time he would solve the problems, and let her know, using 
almost the very words of the communication made at the sitting” (Hodgson, 1897, 
p. 297–298).

Another intriguing kind of phenomenon produced by Mrs. Piper was the so-
called cross-correspondence, in which different mediums simultaneously produce 
writings that independently have no meaning, but when combined, they fit like 
pieces of a puzzle. One example was “the Abt Vogler case,” where Myers, a recently 
deceased scholar and SPR founder, supposedly sent complementary fragments of a 
message to three different mediums. First, in a séance with Mrs. Piper, held in 
England on January 16, 1907, SPR researcher Piddington asked the alleged Myers 
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to send a similar message to the mediums Mrs. Verrall and Mrs. Holland, with a 
simple sign. He requested: “if you wrote, for instance, ‘sunshine’ through Mrs. 
Verrall and then afterwards through Mrs. Holland, you might put, say, a triangle 
within a circle, or some simple sign like that, to show that there is another message 
to be looked for, corresponding with the message thus marked” (Piddington, 1908, 
Section III). On January 29, a circle with a triangle inside appeared in Mrs. Verrall’s 
writing.

This cross-correspondence case proceeded in the scripts produced by Mrs. 
Verrall, her daughter (Miss Verrall), and Mrs. Piper (Piddington, 1908, Section III). 
In a sitting held on February 11, the alleged Myers advised Piddington through Mrs. 
Piper’s reading “… look out [on the Mrs. Verrall scripts] for Hope Star and 
Browning.” Piddington found in Mrs. Verrall’s scripts references to the poem Abt 
Vogler by Browning which contains the words “Hope, Star and Browning.” The 
next day, the words “Evelyn Hope” were given by the alleged Myers to Mrs. 
Verrall—a title of one of Browning’s poems. Moreover, the writing that mentioned 
hope, star, and Browning ended with a drawing of a circle with a triangle inside. 
Another interesting fact was that, in the poem, the original word “passion” had been 
replaced by “hope,” and Mrs. Verrall wrote to Piddington “I knew perfectly when I 
read the script that it should have been ‘passion’ which left the ground for the sky - 
and I was annoyed at the blunder” (Piddington, 1908, Section VI, p. 63). So, even 
though she knew the poem, she wrote it “wrongly,” but it matched Mrs. Piper’s 
script. Finally, on February 17, Miss Verrall wrote a fragment including the word 
“star” that alluded to Browning’s Pied Piper of Hamelin (Piddington, 1908, 
Section VI).

One may argue that Mrs. Piper’s trances did also produced incorrect information 
and the veridical information was given at random. Indeed, failures occurred and, as 
is usual with any human skill, the quality fluctuated sharply (Gauld, 1982; Hodgson, 
1897; Hodgson, 1892; Hyslop, 1905; Lodge, 1909). Nonetheless, up to the present 
day, the records produced by her investigation have never been exceeded in number 
and detail (Gauld, 1982, Ch. 3). The material produced was so impressive that after 
years of in-depth investigations into Mrs. Piper, Hodgson, initially a skeptic, 
concluded:

After having endeavoured as best I could to follow the writing of thousands of pages, with 
scores of different writers, after having put many inquiries to the communicators them-
selves ... I cannot profess to have any doubt but that the chief ‘communicators’... are verita-
bly the personalities that they claim to be, that they have survived the change we call death. 
(Hodgson, 1897, p. 405-6)

�Chico Xavier

Another very prolific medium and the subject of recent studies was the Brazilian 
Chico Xavier (1910–2002). He grew up in a very poor Brazilian family, only 
received an elementary education, and worked as a public servant until retirement. 
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Despite this, he produced more than 450 books through psychography (writing 
under the alleged influence of a deceased person), covering a wide range of precise 
information and different text styles such as letters, poems, novels, and scientific 
texts. Also, he has never accepted any kind of payment or gifts for his work, donat-
ing all copyrights to charity (his books sold more than 60 million copies, translated 
into 16 languages) (Playfair, 2010; Souto Maior, 2003). For decades he conducted 
séances twice a week, attended by dozens or hundreds of people, where he used to 
automatically write around six letters per séance attributed to sitters’ deceased rela-
tives (Rocha et al., 2014; Severino, 1992, Ch. 3).

Some of these letters were recently assessed scientifically by our research group. 
One study evaluated a letter attributed to JS, a first-year medical student who died in 
a train accident. The following year, JS’ parents traveled 300 miles to attend Chico’s 
public séances. The only information they gave to the medium was the names of JS 
and his mother. On their third visit, they received a letter containing 29 verifiable 
pieces of information that were rated as a “clear and precise fit,” comprising highly 
specific data such as names of relatives (even one quite uncommon name such as 
Lanez), places (Maquiné Cave, the grandmother’s birthplace, once visited by JS), 
and dates (JS death and birth dates). It also contained very private information as 
precise facts about the circumstances of death: “crushed by the accident,” “The train 
from Mogi on June 8th of last year,” “morning,” “with friends,” and “I awoke ... with 
a protective bandage around my head.” Concerning the bandage around his head, it 
is worth noting that only his sister and uncle had this knowledge as only they saw 
his body in the mortuary and JS’s wake took place with his coffin closed.

Other very intimate pieces of information were also supplied, such as “since my 
early days at school the idea of a train was always with me, and my preoccupation 
with time would make me write dates on everything” [he was a train enthusiast 
since childhood and used to write his name and dates on many objects and papers]. 
Also, “You [Dad] wanted to have a son who would work in a hospital, caring for 
children in need and attending to the destitute sick” [father told JS he wanted him to 
become a doctor to look after poor children]. Finally, a special request was made to 
the father who was secretly nurturing suicidal thoughts: “Do not wish to die just to 
be together with me” (Paraná et al., 2019).

Our research group has also investigated 13 letters from 1974 to 1979 attributed 
to JP, a fourth-year mechanical engineering student who drowned at the age of 24, 
in 1974. The first letter contained 17 verifiable items, including 3 first names, 1 
surname, 1 date, names of places, and references to specific interests. Details con-
cerning JP’s circumstances of death were also given. One interesting fact was that 
the quality of communication evolved in the subsequent letters as they were written 
in a similar language to that used by JP. All those information was given despite JP’s 
sister having stated that she only said to Chico she had lost her brother. Another 
interesting fact was three cases of drop-in2 communications that were found in the 

2 Drop-in communicators are those alleged personalities who appear spontaneously and communi-
cate through the medium, though unknown to any sitter present.
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letters. For example, one letter presented the full name (Irineu Leite da Silva), date 
of death, the first names of his parents, and the cemetery where he was buried, and 
all this information was later verified (Rocha et al., 2014).

Studies were also conducted to investigate Chico’s literary mediumistic produc-
tion. Rocha (2001)—a PhD in Brazilian literature—analyzed Chico’s first medium-
istic poetry book Parnassus from Beyond the Tomb, composed of 259 poems 
attributed to 56 Brazilian and Portuguese poets, published in 1932 when he was just 
22 years old. Rocha selected five poets and investigated common points between the 
poems obtained psychographically and those written by these poets when alive. 
Through stylistic, formal, and interpretative analysis, the conclusion suggested that 
the poems were not the product of mere literary imitation. For example, all 31 
poems attributed to Augusto dos Anjos (1884–1914), a famous Brazilian poet, were 
in decasyllabic verse and were composed in a complex form specific to the alleged 
poet that only a specialist in linguistics would know how to assess (Rocha, 2001).

Other specific stylistic features were detected with the other poets, including 
personality traits and topics of interest (Rocha, 2001). In 1944, Monteiro Lobato 
(one of the most prominent Brazilian writers) stated that if Chico wrote that book by 
himself, “he could be in any academy [of letters], occupying however many chairs 
he likes” (Camargo, 2021, p. 92). Rocha (2008) also studied Chico’s mediumistic 
writings attributed to the Brazilian writer Humberto de Campos, and the conclu-
sions followed the same trend: the writings represented the style and knowledge 
expected of the alleged author. In this last writings, there was a variety of direct and 
veiled references (intertextuality) to texts published by Humberto de Campos in his 
lifetime, including some texts that were not publicly available when the text was 
automatically written (Rocha, 2008).

The alleged scientific information provided in Chico’s mediumistic writings was 
also investigated. A study correlated many statements of several functions of the 
pineal gland (or epiphysis) made in books allegedly written by a deceased physician 
in the 1940s (when the pineal was thought to be just a vestigial gland with basically 
no function in adulthood) and compared with the current scientific knowledge 
(Lucchetti et al., 2013). For example, the writings presented clear statements for 
describing the pineal gland’s functions of hormonal and emotional regulation such 
as secretes the “psychic hormones,” “the function of the epiphysis in mental life is 
very important,” and “it presides over the neural phenomena of the emotions.” 
However, these functions attributed to the pineal gland were only reported by sci-
ence many years later as only in 1958 was melatonin (the hormone secreted by the 
pineal gland) isolated (Lerner et al., 1958), and later it was associated with mental 
health (Cardinali et al., 2012; Sánchez-Barceló et al., 2010).

Finally, it is worth mentioning another type of evidence of survival produced by 
Chico. A forensic expert in handwriting investigated an automatically written letter 
and concluded that the letter contained the characteristics of the alleged author’s 
handwriting (Perandréa, 1991). However, this kind of study needs replication.

To summarize, Chico Xavier produced a wide variety of mediumistic phenom-
ena indicative of survival, with many markers of personal identity: memory, literary 
style, handwriting, features of personality, specific interests, and cultural 
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background. These were expressed in 450 books and probably thousands of letters. 
It is important to note that Chico had only formal elementary education, had modest 
financial resources, lived before the internet age in a medium-sized city, and had to 
reconcile his intense mediumistic activity with his work as a public servant. He 
wrote letters in front of hundreds of random people who in séances that took place 
twice a week for decades. It is unfathomable to discern how much time, money, and 
energy it would have taken to build a shrewd structure of fraud so that one could 
obtain all the information that his letters and books contained. And, like Mrs. Piper, 
Chico Xavier was never caught perpetrating a fraud.3

�Other Mediumship Studies

Many other mediums have been investigated scientifically. One such prominent but 
controversial medium was the Italian Eusapia Palladino (1854–1918). She was 
capable of a wide range of phenomena including reporting veridical information 
unknown to her, xenoglossy,4 movement of objects, changes in the weight of objects, 
and materializations. She was assessed by many acclaimed scientists and intellectu-
als such as Charles Richet, Sir Oliver Lodge, Frederic Myers, Henry and Eleanor 
Sidgwick and Richard Hodgson (SPR members), Pierre and Marie Curie, and Henri 
Bergson.

The Italian psychiatrist, criminologist, and materialist Cesare Lombroso, after 
his own initial vehement refusal to take her seriously, investigated Palladino’s sit-
tings for years and became convinced of survival (Lombroso, 1909). Despite many 
negative assessments having been made about her mediumistic phenomena, based 
on her difficult temperament and her tendency to cheat, the results of several 
séances, conducted under very strict conditions and watched by rigorous experts, 
were impressive (Alvarado, n.d.; Bozzano, 1995; Lombroso, 1909).

Other phenomena related to mediumship and relevant to survival include the 
apparition of deceased personalities. There is evidence that apparitions are much 
more frequent around the time of death (even when the observer is not aware of the 
illness or the death of the perceived person), making chance or expectation unlikely 
explanations. In addition, there are several reports of apparitions (that convey verid-
ical information) seen simultaneously by two or more people (Gurney et al., 1886), 
and very specific and accurate information unknown to any living person can be 
transmitted by an apparition. The case of the will of Chaffin below illustrates that.

In 1905, Chaffin wrote a will leaving all his estate to his third son. In 1919, he 
secretly made a new one, dividing his property equally between the four children. 

3 For a more detailed analysis of the survival evidence produced by Chico Xavier, see Rocha AC, 
Weiler M, and Casseb RF. Mediumship as the Best Evidence for the Afterlife: Francisco Candido 
Xavier, a White Crow. Essay submitted to the BICS competition, 2021. Available at https://www.
bigelowinstitute.org/Winning_Essays/Alexandre_Roch_et_al.pdf
4 Ability to speak a real language not normally known to the subject (Stevenson, 1974a).
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This second will was handwritten and placed between two pages of an old Bible. He 
never mentioned the existence of this second will to anyone but left inside the pocket 
of an overcoat a roll of paper directing the reader to look in the Bible. In 1921, he 
died after a fall, and his third son inherited the property as indicated by the first will. 
In 1925, the second son started to have visions of his father. On one occasion, the 
father appeared wearing an overcoat and said, “You will find my will in my overcoat 
pocket” (“Case of the Will of James L. Chaffin,” 1928, p. 519). Together with other 
witnesses, the son found the overcoat at the house of one of his brothers. In the 
overcoat pocket, there was a roll of paper with the father’s handwriting saying to 
read Genesis chapter 27 of Daddy’s old Bible. They found the Bible at their moth-
er’s house, and the second will was folded on that page. The court adjudged the new 
will to be valid. Moreover, the analysis of ten witnesses validated Chaffin’s hand-
writing (“Case of the Will of James L. Chaffin,” 1928).

While most of these previous studies were in-depth, qualitative investigations 
conducted with exceptionally gifted mediums, more recently, there has been a prev-
alence of quantitative studies assessing the accuracy of mediumistic information 
involving several mediums under strict conditions. They often use blind protocols, 
where the medium is blinded to information about the sitter and the discarnate per-
sonality. In addition, a “proxy sitter” is used (i.e., the person who has contact with 
the medium is not the actual sitter), so cold-reading and fraud can be excluded as 
explanations. Sitters are blinded to the readings (they do not know which reading is 
intended for them), so they are not emotionally biased to accept the reading, and the 
researchers are also blinded. One researcher is designated to interact with the medi-
ums, while another interacts with the sitters to minimize alternative explanations for 
the phenomenon, such as telepathy, fraud, and cues from sitters and experimenters.

Beischel and Schwartz (2007), for example, assessed eight mediums and eight 
sitters. The mediums only received the first name of the discarnate personality, and 
the sitters received two readings—the correct one and a control, in which 81% of the 
sitters chose the correct readings (Beischel & Schwartz, 2007). A larger study 
including 20 mediums and 86 readings successfully replicated these findings 
(Beischel et al., 2015).

In order to assess the accuracy of the information provided by the mediums, a 
recent meta-analysis5 included a total of 18 controlled, blind experiments, con-
ducted between 2001 and 2019, that quantitatively assessed the accuracy of anoma-
lous information received by mediums. The scores for the intended readings were 
statistically higher than for the control readings, with an effect 0.18 above the level 
of chance (Sarraf et al., 2021).

Neurophysiological findings under mediumistic states have also been investi-
gated. Our group studied brain activation using a single photon emission computed 
tomography (SPECT) of ten mediums during automatic writing (trance) and regular 
writing (usual state of consciousness) and compared the complexity of the texts 

5 In health sciences, the most comprehensive procedure for summarizing scientific evidence, and 
the one often considered to be the gold standard, is the performance of systematic reviews with 
meta-analysis of data provided by quantitative studies.
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produced in both conditions. One may think that the more complex a text is, the 
greater the activation of brain areas associated with creativity and planning. 
However, the opposite was the case. During the automatic writing, mediums pro-
duced more complex texts despite showing lower brain activation compared to the 
control writing (Peres et al., 2012).

This lower brain activation during the process of automatic writing is in line with 
mediums’ claims that, in trance states, they report mind content that does not come 
from their own thought process. Other neurophysiological studies found that a 
medium in trance who presents reduced frontal brain activity in the electroencepha-
logram (EEG) produced more accurate information (Delorme et al., 2013) and that 
mediums experiencing contact with an alleged dead personality produced different 
brain activation patterns when compared to imagining this contact (Mainieri 
et al., 2017).

�Alternative Explanations

The pioneers of modern mediumship research were always aware of the constant 
presence of fraud and superstition in these phenomena. By the mid-nineteenth-
century, investigators of mediumship were already developing methods to assess 
when mediums were lying or faking. Allan Kardec discussed fraudulent practices in 
his 1861 The Mediums’ Book and concluded that one of the best ways to minimize 
fraud was to eliminate the motivation to perform it: i.e., financial profit (Kardec, 
1861). SPR members developed several strategies to control for fraud: being wit-
nesses to séances themselves, interrogation of sitters and mediums, detailed con-
temporary séance transcripts were written and signed by witnesses (Johnson, 1980, 
p. 100), and hiring detectives to shadow mediums. Studies conducted today use a 
very strict protocol in which sitters, mediums, and researchers are all blinded to 
each other. So, although fraud may explain away several cases, there is a consensus 
among qualified researchers that it cannot explain away the best-controlled ones.

The emotional fragility of bereaved sitters might bias them to over-endorse the 
readings of mediums. However, a recent study our group conducted did not support 
this hypothesis. Despite almost 90% of the bereaved sitters believing in mediumship 
and wishing to receive a letter, they did not endorse letters with generic content 
(Freire et al., 2022). In addition, research protocols are designed to deal with this 
bias. For example, the sitters blindly receive the intended reading and a few control 
ones, so they score the readings without knowing which one is intended for them 
(Beischel & Schwartz, 2007). Also, many statements are specific such as “You 
[Dad] wanted to have a son who would work in a hospital, caring for children in 
need and attending to the destitute sick” in the letter written by Chico (Paraná 
et al., 2019).

Another alternative hypothesis is coincidence, the chance that part of the infor-
mation reported by the medium matches someone’s life. Most modern studies use 
statistical methods precisely to control for chance. For example, when sitters blindly 
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scored the intended readings higher than the controls with a p value of 0.007, it 
means that this difference has a 0.7% chance of having been found at random6 
(Beischel & Schwartz, 2007). The meta-analysis of 18 controlled studies confirmed 
that the pool of positive results is very unlikely to have happened by chance (Sarraf 
et al., 2021). Moreover, it is very hard to attribute to chance very specific and per-
sonal information and features such as those provided by Chico Xavier and Mrs. 
Piper such as uncommon personal names, life occurrences, and literary styles.

Mediumship is a complex phenomenon, and well-designed recent studies, as 
well as reports of challenging and complex cases such as those of Chico Xavier and 
Mrs. Piper, confirm that mediums can obtain veridical information and demonstrate 
nonverbal skills beyond the explanatory capacity of conventional alternative hypoth-
eses. Mediums such as Chico Xavier and Mrs. Piper produced veridical information 
under strict conditions and demonstrated personality traits and skills consistent with 
the alleged deceased and beyond their acquired abilities and knowledge. Taking the 
evidence as a whole, survival of consciousness emerges as the most reasonable and 
empirically supported explanatory hypothesis.

�Near-Death and Out-of-Body Experiences

Near-death experiences (NDEs) are unusual or extraordinary experiences, often 
transformative, vivid, and with a transcendent aspect, that occur in life-threatening 
conditions (Holden et al., 2009; van Lommel, 2013). Individuals who experience 
NDE usually report similar elements in their experiences, such as out-of-body expe-
rience (OBE), i.e., a clear perception of leaving the body, often seeing it from an 
external vantage point; seeing a tunnel or a bright light; feelings of peace; meeting 
deceased relatives or beings of light; life review; and the sensation of returning into 
the body (Charland-Verville et al., 2020; Martial et al., 2017; Sabom & Kreutiziger, 
1977; van Lommel, 2013). They often feel deeply transformed by the experience, 
giving new meaning and adding different insights to their lives. Commonly, fear of 
death decreases, and belief in an afterlife increases (van Lommel et al., 2001).

NDE descriptions and aftereffects seem to be similar across different countries, 
cultures, and epochs (Shushan, 2009, Ch. 3). One study found strong similarities in 
15 different phenomenological features among NDEs reported before and after 
1975 (when NDE became popular with the publication of the book “Life After 
Life,” Moody Jr) (Athappilly et al., 2006).

A review of prospective studies found a 17% incidence of NDE among those in 
life-threatening events (Zingrone and Alvarado in Holden et al., 2009). OBEs and 
NDEs have been described in different cultures and contexts throughout history 
(Bozzano, 1997; Shushan, 2009), indicating similar empirical occurrences beyond 

6 Usually in science, chance below 5% (or, in stricter conditions, 1%) is considered “statistically 
significant,” i.e., unlikely to have happened by chance.
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cultural factors. NDEs seem to be a more robust and specific variation of the broader 
concept of OBEs, and both challenge materialistic explanations. Possibly, NDE pro-
vides more evidence for mind-body dualism than for survival. However, since it is 
strong evidence for dualism, it makes the survival of bodily death more plausible. 
Indeed, historically, NDEs have been linked to a belief in an afterlife (Shushan, 2009).

A somewhat related phenomenon is “terminal lucidity,” the unexpected recovery 
of mental function just before death in patients suffering from severely compro-
mised brains (e.g., advanced dementia) (Nahm et al., 2012). It resembles the vivid 
experiences NDE experiencers have when their brains function are severely 
impaired, suggesting that physical damage to the brain may not impair 
consciousness.

�Veridical Perceptions

The most relevant feature of NDE as evidence for survival is the report of OBE with 
veridical perception of events occurring during cardiac arrest when the brain is not 
functional. One of the most impressive cases is a 35-year-old American woman 
subjected to neurosurgery for a brain aneurysm. During this rare, high-risk proce-
dure, her body was cooled to 60.8 °F (16 °C), her heart was stopped, and the blood 
from her brain was drained. Her body and brain were extensively monitored, she 
wore earphones, and her eyes were taped. In hypothermic cardiac arrest, the electro-
encephalographic response was a “flatline” (i.e., no brain activity could be detected).

Despite these strict conditions, she described a profound NDE during which she 
reported veridical facts such as a detailed description of the bone saw and a female 
voice saying her veins and arteries were too small (Kean, 2017, Ch. 8; Sabom, 
1998). Also, she described that the earphones emitted a natural D note, which was 
subsequently confirmed. The neurosurgeon who operated on her stated:

I don't think the observations she made were based on what she experienced when she went 
into the operating theatre. They were just not available to her. For example, the drill and so 
on were covered up and invisible. They were inside their packages. The packages in which 
the drill and other equipment were stored would not have been opened before the operation, 
and in any event, Reynolds's eyes were taped shut. … At that stage of the operation nobody 
can observe or hear in that state. I find it inconceivable ... that there was any way for her to 
hear those through the normal auditory pathways. (Smit, 2008, p. 308-309)

Mr. Laufmann is another example who reported a veridical perception of an acquain-
tance of him during an NDE (Muldoon & Carrington, 1984, p. 83):

I was standing there in the middle of the room and distinctly saw my dead body lying upon 
the bed.... I started to leave the room and met one of the physicians, and was surprised that 
he said nothing to me, but since he made no effort to stop me, I walked out into the street 
where I met an acquaintance of mine, Mr. Milton Blose. I tried to greet Mr. Blose by hitting 
him on the back, but my arm went through him.... It was impossible for me to attract his 
attention.... I saw that he went across the street and looked into a shop window where a 
miniature ‘Ferris wheel’ was on display.

Near-Death and Out-of-Body Experiences
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Mr. Blose left a testimonial letter verifying that Mr. Laufmann’s report about him 
was true (Muldoon & Carrington, 1984, p. 84).

Another impressive case of veridical perception during an NDE was published in 
The Lancet, a leading global medical journal. A nurse reported the case below of a 
man in cardiac arrest with no blood circulation and pupils unresponsive to light (van 
Lommel et al., 2001; Rivas et al., 2016):

After admission, he receives artificial respiration without intubation, while heart massage 
and defibrillation are also applied. When we want to intubate the patient, he turns out to 
have dentures in his mouth. I remove these upper dentures and put them onto the ‘crash 
cart’. Meanwhile, we continue extensive CPR [cardiopulmonary resuscitation]. … Only 
after more than a week do I meet again with the patient... The moment he sees me he says: 
‘Oh, that nurse knows where my dentures are’. I am very surprised. Then he elucidates: 
‘Yes, you were there when I was brought into hospital and you took my dentures out of my 
mouth and put them onto that cart, it had all these bottles on it and there was this sliding 
drawer underneath and there you put my teeth.’ When I asked further, it appeared the man 
had seen himself lying in bed, that he had perceived from above how nurses and doctors had 
been busy with CPR. He was also able to describe correctly and in detail the small room in 
which he had been resuscitated as well as the appearance of those present like myself. (van 
Lommel et al., 2001, p. 18-19)

There are dozens of reports in the literature of cases similar to those mentioned 
above (Moreira-Almeida & Santos, 2012; Rivas et  al., 2016) including in blind 
individuals (some blind from birth) who also describe detailed visual representa-
tions and veridical perceptions similar to those of sighted persons (Ring & Cooper, 
1997). In addition, one cardiologist found that NDE experiencers reported resusci-
tation procedures (they claimed to have observed during OBE) more accurately than 
patients who were resuscitated but did not report NDE (Sabom, 1982). Lastly, a 
review of 93 reports of potentially verifiable out-of-body perceptions during NDE 
found that about 90% were completely accurate, 8% contained some minor error, 
and only 2% were utterly erroneous (Holden et al., 2009).

As far as OBE is concerned, one experiment investigated, for four nights in a 
sleep laboratory, a Miss Z, who used to have spontaneous OBE at night (Tart, 1968). 
After she fell asleep, the researcher placed a random five-digit number on a high 
shelf above Miss Z’s headboard. As Miss Z used to wake up shortly after the OBE, 
the researcher verified that the OBE occurred concomitantly with an unusual EEG 
pattern, different from the waking or sleeping patterns. On the fourth night, Miss Z 
awoke and reported having seen the target number and correctly said “25,132” 
while she was continuously monitored, not being able to move to see the number 
without disconnecting the EEG wires ​(Tart, 1968).

NDE experiencers often report seeing deceased people; some of them they did 
not know were dead at the time of the NDE. In a sample of 665 NDEs, 21% reported 
having encountered a deceased person while only 4% a living one (Greyson, 2010). 
This experience of seeing deceased people is more frequent in those NDE experi-
encers who were closer to death (Kelly, 2001). Van Lommel (2013) reported an 
interesting case in which a man claimed to have seen a man he did not know and 
that, years later, he found out that the man was his biological father:
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During my cardiac arrest I had an extensive experience (…) and later I saw, apart from my 
deceased grandmother, a man who had looked at me lovingly, but whom I did not know. 
More than 10 years later, at my mother’s deathbed, she confessed to me that I had been born 
out of an extramarital relationship, my father being a Jewish man who had been deported 
and killed during the Second World War, and my mother showed me his picture. The 
unknown man that I had seen more than 10 years before during my NDE turned out to be 
my biological father. (van Lommel, 2013, p. 21)

NDE experiencers’ report of perceiving NDE memories as true and even more real 
than the facts of ordinary life is supported by studies. A study with 122 NDE expe-
riencers in the USA found that their NDE memories contained more features of real 
memories (e.g., perceptual information [color and sound], contextual information 
[surrounding time and place], and meaningful details such as emotion) than those 
related to real or imagined events (Moore & Greyson, 2017). Similar results were 
also reported in Belgium (Thonnard et al., 2013) and Italy (Palmieri et al., 2014). 
There is also evidence that NDE experiencers do not embellish their reports over 
time (Alvarado & Zingrone, 1998), and a study with 72 NDE experiencers found 
that the details of their NDE reports did not change even after two decades 
(Greyson, 2007).

�Alternative Explanations

The most common arguments against the hypothesis of survival relating to NDE 
cases include psychological or cognitive processes such as imagination or fear of 
death, cultural expectations, mental symptoms such as hallucination, and medical 
conditions such as drug use, oxygen deficiency, or neurohormonal dysregulation. 
However, most scientists who conducted the best and largest studies with NDE 
experiencers agree that these conventional explanations cannot fully explain NDE, 
which seems to be an authentic experience that requires an explanation beyond 
psychology and physiology (van Lommel, 2011, p.19). The main arguments are:

•	 Clear consciousness and sharp mental function while the brain is electrically 
inactive or in conditions of severely impaired brain function (Moore & Greyson, 
2017; Parnia, 2007; van Lommel, 2011).

•	 NDE experiencers consistently report enhanced consciousness, lucid and vivid 
experiences perceived to be more real than reality itself, and measures to assess 
memory quality support these claims (Cook et al., 1998).

•	 Deep and lasting impact on a person’s values and beliefs, which rarely happens 
after a state of confusion in critical patients (van Lommel et al., 2001; Trent-Von 
Haesler & Beauregard, 2013).

•	 When we imagine ourselves, we do not usually see our physical body from a 
different position in space, unlike the reports in cases of NDE.

•	 Communication during NDE is often reported as thorough thought transference 
which is an unusual experience in everyday life (Cook et al., 1998).
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•	 Core NDE features, that have been reported throughout the ages and cultures, did 
not change after NDE became popular and often run counter to patients’ previ-
ous religious or materialistic beliefs (Greyson, 2007, 2015; Holden et al., 2009; 
Rivas et al., 2016).

•	 Among patients who survived cardiac arrest, those who had an NDE are no dif-
ferent from those who did not when it comes to their religious beliefs, educa-
tional level, fear of death, duration of cardiac arrest, and medication used 
(Greyson, 2007; van Lommel et al., 2001; Trent-Von Haesler & Beauregard, 2013).

•	 NDEs cannot be explained by hypoxia (or other factors related to brain injury) 
since NDE can also occur when the brain is intact, such as in a severe car acci-
dent where the person is uninjured.

•	 Verified veridical perceptions of facts that happened when the brain is not func-
tional, especially during cardiac arrest, since cortical electrical brain activity 
ceases 10 to 30 seconds after circulatory arrest. This excludes the hypotheses 
that the person may be listening through his ears, seeing through his eyes, and 
storing the experience in his brain or that the memory of the NDE may be cre-
ated when consciousness is either being lost or regained, rather than in the 
period of clinical death itself (Holden et al., 2009; Parnia, 2007; Rivas et al., 
2016; Sabom, 1998).

•	 Hallucinatory experiences often happen during hypoxic or confusional states in 
critical patients. However, these experiences are usually fragmentary, frighten-
ing, with clouded consciousness, and, after recovery, the patients do not remem-
ber them or acknowledge them as unreal, caused by physical disturbances. NDE 
differs from all these features (Parnia, 2007).

�Reincarnation

Cases of the Reincarnation Type (CORTs) are those in which individuals claim to 
remember a previous existence. These cases have been reported in different coun-
tries from East to West and involve children usually between 2 and 4 years old, who 
spontaneously start talking about a previous life providing details such as names 
and places (Moraes et al., 2022; Stevenson, 1983). Sometimes, these very young 
children also exhibit certain behaviors associated with the previous personality and 
unrelated to their current lives (Moraes et al., 2022; Stevenson, 1983).

The idea of reincarnation is one of the most universal among the spiritual con-
cepts of humanity. Numerous tribes and peoples in the Americas, Oceania, Sub-
Saharan Africa, Siberia, Indonesia, and Europe believe in reincarnation (Obst, 
2009). Also, historical and archaeological research has concluded that many after-
life beliefs and burial rituals in primitive societies actually denoted some sort of 
reincarnation but were previously interpreted as a different form of belief in the 
afterlife (Farnell, 1921, p. 356; Helck & Otto, 1975, Vol. III; Schmidt-Leukel & 
Bauer, 1996; Shushan, 2009). Among the largest contemporary world religions, 
Hinduism and Buddhism regard reincarnation as a core principle. Nor is it an alien 
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concept in the history of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (Bulğen, 2018; Fadiman 
& Frager, 1997; MacGregor, 1982).

One of the greatest Jewish historians, Flavius Josephus, and the best-known 
Jewish philosopher of antiquity, Philo of Alexandria, supported reincarnation. 
Josephus also suggests that some Pharisees believed in reincarnation (Josephus, 
1900, p. 210–214). As Christianity and Islam derived from or are heavily influenced 
by Judaism, it is not surprising that reincarnation might be associated with these 
religions too. In religion, however, it is common to observe a considerable gulf 
between the “perceived doctrine” held by most priests and the position of the 
scholars.

Among Christians, the idea of reincarnation has never been too distant, both 
because of Greek and Celtic influences and because of passages in the New 
Testament that may be interpreted as referring to reincarnation. Helmut Obst (2009), 
one of the many Lutheran intellectuals dedicated to monitoring the idea of reincar-
nation in the West, offered an in-depth analysis of the passages where Jesus tells 
Nicodemus that a man should be reborn and when the apostles inferred that Elias 
could be reincarnated as John the Baptist. The Anglican theologian Geddes 
MacGregor (1982) came to a similar conclusion, stressing that Christian doctrine is 
in no way incompatible with reincarnation.

Although rejected by most Muslims, belief in reincarnation does occur among 
the Islamic population and is also supported by some Muslim intellectuals as being 
fully compatible with the Koran (Bulğen, 2018).

The key defenders of reincarnation in modern-day western societies are 
G. E. Lessing and Allan Kardec (Obst, 2009), exerting a strong influence upon a 
number of other authors, probably mainly due to the great explanatory power of 
their arguments, which connect morality, metaphysics, natural theology, and 
anthropology.

In short, the concept of reincarnation is astonishingly widespread, almost as 
much as the survival belief itself among more primitive cultures, and this universal-
ity reveals a cognitive disposition to be explained by rigorous research. Still, nowa-
days, even in majorly Christian Western countries, reincarnation is a belief held by 
a large proportion of the population (27% in Western Europe, 33% in the USA, and 
37% in Brazil) (DataFolha, 2007; Inglehart and Basanez, 2004; Gallup, 2003).

One main opponent of the idea of immortality, who nevertheless considered the 
preexistence of the soul, was the philosopher David Hume. In his essay on 
Immortality, he argues that the concept of one single life that leads to immortality 
would contradict what we know about nature (regularity). If, however, souls were 
substances that could survive physical death, they should also logically preexist 
birth, which would make the concept of reincarnation the most logical of options 
among survivalist hypotheses (Hume, 1849, p. 226).

McTaggart offered a purely philosophical argument in support of reincarnation. 
According to him, there is less consistency in admitting the afterlife without the 
soul’s preexistence than with it. Moreover, experience also suggests that some 
human traits may be better explained by reincarnation than by any other theory. 
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Such is the case with prodigious children (McTaggart, 1930, p. 122–124), a pro-
found sense of purpose or mission in young people, and deep love (Geach, 1979, 
p. 165–167). As with many others, McTaggart sees existential reasons in support of 
reincarnation. People always seek to finish what they started, execute what they 
planned, and maintain their feelings for loved ones more frequently than they 
change them. Should we not expect that our dearest plans and projects, our beloved 
ones, would remain a significant concern in the afterlife?

To the surprise of some, German atheist philosopher Georg Lichtenberg had 
developed almost the same argument as McTaggart’s more than a century earlier 
(Kleisner, 1998, p. 147–148). According to Lichtenberg, who despised religion as 
superstitious, reincarnation should be respected as a theory more fitting to the scien-
tific understanding of the world, based on transformation instead of creation out of 
nothing. Additionally, Lichtenberg observed that talents and inclinations had to be 
explained by higher psychological functions. It would be nearly impossible to 
explain familiarity with complex ideas and skills or sentiments, that take a long time 
to grow, without the supposition of previous existence and the longevity of the mind.

The poet and naturalist Goethe played a significant role in the debate over sur-
vival and reincarnation among the early nineteenth-century German thinkers. More 
than once, he claimed to have hints of past lives memories and “affinities” but 
believed that the idea of reincarnation emerged out of the need to strike a balance 
between science, natural religion, and art (Coelho, 2012; Scholz, 1934).

In Obst’s conclusion about the relevance to our times of the idea of reincarnation, 
he stresses the fact that it is a common belief among a wide spectrum of religions, 
atheists, and agnostics, so that the empirical support for it and the flexibility, i.e., 
broad acceptability of the concept, make it fit for a general fissure in the materialis-
tic mentality (Obst, 2009, p. 265).

Since the influential research of Ian Stevenson, however, the evidential approach 
to the idea of reincarnation has prevailed, to the point that some philosophers already 
claim that it would be irrational to deny that the evidence leads to the conclusion 
that reincarnation is a fact of nature (Almeder, 1992, p. 62).

�Cases of Reincarnation Type

More than a century ago, researchers such as Gabriel Delanne and Albert de Rochas 
began systematic studies of alleged, spontaneous memories of past lives (de Rochas, 
1911). In the mid-twentieth century, Ian Stevenson, then chairman of the Department 
of Psychiatry at the University of Virginia, began systematically investigating 
CORT. In 1960, he published a review of 44 published CORTs (Stevenson, 1961). 
Stevenson then started hearing about more cases and looking for new ones while on 
his travels, initially to India and Sri Lanka. Soon, he realized that the phenomenon 
was much more common than anyone had suspected. As a result, he dedicated more 
than 50  years to the scientific investigation of this subject in different cultures 
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(Tucker, 2008). The British Medical Journal published Stevenson’s obituary entitled 
“Psychiatrist who researched reincarnation with scientific rigour” (Tanne, 2007).

Researchers from different cultures and academic backgrounds have replicated 
Stevenson’s CORT findings at different times and in diverse populations (Moraes 
et al., 2022). More than 2500 cases of young children who claimed a past life have 
been recorded in the files of the Division of Personality Studies files at the University 
of Virginia (KEIL & Tucker, 2005).

Scientific studies of CORT usually describe in detail the findings of each case. 
The examples below illustrate the kind of information children provided:

	1.	 A boy from Thailand, Chanai Choomalaiwong, started claiming he had been a 
teacher named Bua Kai and provided a variety of details about his life: he had 
been killed by a gunshot while riding a bike to school; his parents,’ wife’s, and 
children’s names; and the name of the village where he had lived. He would 
often insist that his grandmother take him to the village. When he was 3 years 
old, his grandmother took him there (a place some 12 miles from where they 
lived). Chanai led his grandmother to a house where the parents of Bua Kai, 
whose story was consistent with that described by Chanai, lived. There, Chanai 
recognized Bua Kai’s parents among other family members. He also recognized 
other family members as well as objects that belonged to Bua Kai. Moreover, 
Chanai was born with two birthmarks that matched the gunshot wound that 
killed Bua Kai (Tucker, 2008).

	2.	 The American boy Sam Taylor, when he was 18 months old, said to his father 
while he was changing his diaper “when I was your age, I used to change your 
diapers” (Tucker, 2008, p.  246). After that, he began saying he had been his 
grandfather in the previous life and provided more details of his and family 
members’ lives. Once, Sam’s mother asked him if he had had brothers or sisters 
in the previous life, and he correctly and spontaneously stated that he had a sister 
who had been murdered. When Sam was 4.5 years old, his mother showed him a 
picture of a class including 16 boys and 11 girls, and Sam, with no difficulty, 
chose the young man corresponding to his grandfather. Sam provided other cor-
rect information such as grandfather’s favorite place in the house, the food his 
grandmother gave him every day (milkshake) and what appliance she prepared it 
with (a processor, and not a blender), and that Sam’s father had a toy steering 
wheel as a child. He also spontaneously showed his grandfather’s car in a photo 
(Tucker, 2006, Ch. 7).

These examples illustrate the specific nature of the information reported by the 
children, and many cases are like Chanai’s: they often involve families who lived far 
from each other and did not know each other. So, it is implausible that the child had 
access to this information, especially considering the familiarity with which they 
express the knowledge about the life of the alleged previous personality. Moreover, 
it is important to note that these children describe ordinary past lives, despite being 
in a psychological development phase in which they are prone to fable. If these 
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accounts were merely the result of childhood fantasies, children would tend to pro-
duce claims of more fantastic and extraordinary lives.

In some cases, the researchers arrive before the statements provided by the chil-
dren have been verified by relatives. The boy KA in Hatay, Turkey, among several 
other details said that his previous family’s name was Karakas, he had been a rich 
Armenian Christian, he lived in a large three-story house near the water in Istanbul, 
his wife and children had Greek first names, he lived near a well-known woman 
named Aysegul who was an art dealer, and he had been killed and his wife was 
involved. KA’s parents had a high level of education and did not attach importance 
to the case. The investigators were able to verify that 15 statements were fully cor-
rect, 3 were partially correct, and 4 could not be verified (KEIL & Tucker, 2005).

Furthermore, three leading reincarnation researchers from three locations (the 
USA, Germany, and Tasmania) replicated Stevenson’s findings in a sample of 123 
CORTs in 5 different countries (Burma, Thailand, Turkey, Sri Lanka, and India). 
The main characteristics of their sample were similar to those described by 
Stevenson. They also described in detail three cases that, in total, contained 67 state-
ments. Of these, 49 (73.1%) were truthful information that could be verified, 11 
(16.4%) could not be verified, and 7 (10.4%) were incorrect. This incorrect informa-
tion was present in the case of just one individual, who made 28 statements, 17 of 
which provided specific, correct information (Mills et al., 1994).

Other common features verified in CORT are personality traits, unusual behav-
ior, phobias or symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder, skills not learned in life, 
and birthmarks/birth defects (Keil & Stevenson, 1999; Stevenson, 1977b, 1990; 
Tucker, 2008). Almost a quarter of children who claim to remember previous lives 
engaged in play that was not germane to the current life but rather consistent with 
the claimed memories.

One case, for example, is related to a child who played at managing a nightclub. 
“He arranged boxes to represent a bar and placed bottles on them. He assigned roles 
in the club to neighborhood girls and gave one a stick that represented the micro-
phone held by a singer. He put out two chairs for the wives of the club’s owner” 
(Stevenson, 2000, p. 562). Naming toys with some previous personality’s children 
or relatives’ names is reported too (Stevenson, 2000).

Another interesting case concerning specific behaviors includes children in 
Myanmar who claimed to remember a previous life as Japanese soldiers killed in 
Burma (now Myanmar) during World War II. These children showed typical behav-
ior of the Japanese, despite the oppressive history of the Japanese Army in Burma 
(so the contact between Burmese villagers and Japanese soldiers was minimal), and 
most of these children were born after the Japanese occupation had ceased (Keil & 
Tucker, 2000; Stevenson, 1983, 1997, 2001). Those children reported a desire to 
return to Japan—a preference for Japanese clothing, raw or partially cooked fish, 
raw eggs, sweet foods, and strong tea—and complained that Burmese food was too 
spicy, a resistance to learning Burmese. Also, they spoke with a “foreign” accent 
and sat in an unusual way—on the floor with buttocks resting on heels (Stevenson 
& Keil, 2005).
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Other behaviors that appear connected to the personality’s previous life are inex-
plicable phobias that are appropriate to the life of the alleged previous personality. 
An example is the case of Ranbir Yadav, who, at 2.5 years old, said, among several 
other things, his name was Sohan and that he was hit by a bus while riding a bike. 
Ranbir was afraid of buses and bicycles and refused to ride on buses. Further inves-
tigations verified as accurate his claims about the previous personality who died as 
he had described (Pasricha, 1996). In many cases, the children manifested phobias 
before they could speak, such as a baby in Sri Lanka who so struggled with water 
(and later reported having drowned in a previous life, which was verified) that it 
took three adults to bathe him (Stevenson, 1990).

These phobias usually start between the ages of 2 and 5. Systematic inquiries 
revealed that these phobias were not associated with personal traumatic experiences 
or models presented in the environment, which are common explanations for pho-
bias (Pasricha, 1996). Phobias occur more frequently among children who claim to 
remember dying violently when compared to those who remember natural deaths. 
Although past-life memories usually fade away as children grow older, phobic 
behavior may persist (Pasricha, 1996; Tucker, 2008).

Surprisingly, about 35% of CORTs have birthmarks or birth defects that match 
wounds suffered in the alleged previous life. The birthmarks are usually skin 
marks—such as hypopigmented or hyperpigmented areas, or, sometimes, a severe 
birth defect has been reported. Stevenson reported 49 cases in which he obtained 
medical records relating to the injuries of the alleged past-life personality. Of those, 
43 (88%) demonstrated concordance between the body location and the features of 
the birthmark and the wound suffered in a previous life. Some children have two or 
more concordant birthmarks, making the cases less prone to being at random 
(Stevenson, 1993, 1997). Below some examples are described:

	1.	 A Thai man had a large linear verrucous epidermal nevus (a wartlike, reddish or 
brown lesion) on the back of the head, and when he was a child, he claimed he 
remembered the life of his uncle who had been struck on the same region of the 
head with a heavy knife (Stevenson, 1993).

	2.	 Chanai, the Thai boy mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, was born with 
two birthmarks (Tucker, 2008). The small, round one on the back of his head was 
consistent with the gunshot entry wound on the back of Bua Kai’s head and the 
larger, more irregular one on the front, above his left eye, with the gunshot exit 
wound on Bua Kai’s forehead (Tucker, 2008, p. 245). Scholars in forensic bal-
listics know that the bullet entry wound is smaller and more regular than the 
exit one.

	3.	 Purnima is a girl from Sri Lanka who claimed, since she was 3 years old, that in 
her previous life she lived as a man in a family of incense makers. She made a 
variety of verified statements: where the previous family worked [the incense fac-
tory was near a brick factory and a pond] and lived [on the other side of the river 
from the Kelaniya Temple], the incense brand names [Ambiga and Geta Pichcha], 
had had two wives and two younger brothers, gave mother’s name [Simona], and 
had died in a traffic accident. She had a sizeable hypopigmented birthmark to the 
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left of the midline of her chest and above her lower ribs that matches the autopsy 
of Purnima’s alleged previous personality (Haraldsson, 2001).

Purnima even described how incense was made: “There are two ways to make it. 
One uses cow dung, the other is from ash from firewood (charcoal). A paste is made, 
and then a thin stick is cut from bamboo, and some gum is applied to the bamboo 
stick. Then the stick is rolled over the paste, and then something is applied to obtain 
a nice smell.” “What is charcoal made from and how is it produced?” asked the 
researcher, and she answered: “When firewood is burnt you get charcoal.” Purnima’s 
father only knew that incense was made from cow dung; the mother and the 
researcher’s interpreter knew nothing about it (Haraldsson, 2001 p. 21).

�Alternative Explanations

One counterargument to the survival hypothesis for CORT is that it is a cultural 
phenomenon since CORTs are more commonly reported in cultures where reincar-
nation beliefs are prevalent. However, CORTs have been reported in different cul-
tures, including those in which the belief in reincarnation is less prevalent, as in 
Europe and America (Stevenson, 1974a, 1983). The belief can create a validating 
environment for the manifestation of the phenomenon, but it is not imperative for 
the emergence of cases. According to Tucker, “cases have been found wherever 
anyone has looked for them, including all continents except Antarctica” 
(Tucker, 2008).

Moreover, the cases have significant similarities across different cultures: age of 
onset of the communication about the alleged previous life and the age when this 
ceases, high prevalence of alleged violent deaths, the average number of statements 
made by each child, and the presence of unusual behavior (Stevenson, 1983). 
Similarities have also emerged over the course of time (Pasricha & Stevenson, 
1987). For example, two different groups of cases that occurred about one genera-
tion apart were similar with regard to the presence of birthmarks and birth defects, 
the mean age of first memory claim, claims about the previous mode of death, pho-
bias, mention of alleged previous names, high prevalence of alleged violent death, 
and the interval between alleged previous life and current life (Keil & 
Stevenson, 1999).

The family’s wishes could also influence a child to fabricate alleged memories 
from past lives. However, it is important to remember that very young children 
spontaneously start making these statements, typically about very ordinary lives. 
Usually, there is no detectable material gain or desire for prestige associated with 
these memories. Parents most often do not stimulate these claims. A study reported 
that the initial attitude of mothers ranged from encouragement (21%) to neutral or 
tolerance (51%), discouragement (28%), and later changed from being neutral to 
taking measures to suppress the memories (Pasricha, 2011). Indian children, for 
example, often claim past lives in inferior castes, as in the case of Kumkum, whose 
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father was a landowner and physician and never allowed Kumkum to visit the previ-
ous alleged family as “he was not proud that his daughter seemed to remember the 
life of a blacksmith’s wife” (Stevenson, 1974b; Tucker, 2008).

Another possible hypothesis is that CORT children would have psychological 
problems and are prone to fantasies. None of the three different studies comparing 
psychological tests in CORT children with controls found differences in suggest-
ibility or tendency to confabulate (Haraldsson, 1995, 2003). CORT children are 
usually healthy and lead normal lives. Two of these studies reported that they 
showed a higher level of cognitive function, better performance in school, and better 
memory than their peers (Haraldsson, 1995, 1997).

Unfortunately, many CORTs cannot be verified, i.e., children make statements, 
but a deceased person corresponding to the statements could not be found. These 
cases are called “unsolved” cases. Hence, one may argue that many children might 
talk about previous lives and that only a minority matches a dead person by chance. 
However, unsolved cases are the minority. For example, of 856 CORT cases in 6 
different cultures, only 33% were unsolved (Cook et al., 1983). Moreover, unsolved 
cases present similar patterns to solved cases: age of start, mentioning the mode of 
death, the high rate of alleged violent ways of death, and phobias reported (Cook 
et al., 1983).

Some differences between solved and unsolved cases, however, might explain 
why some cases are unsolved: less frequently these children reported the previous 
personality’s name and violent death (so less traumatic memory), and they stopped 
talking about the previous life earlier (Cook et al., 1983). So, these data are consis-
tent with the hypothesis that unsolved cases are weaker forms of actual cases of 
reincarnation that, because of unknown factors, could not reproduce the verifiable 
features of solved cases.

Finally, one may argue that, after the families meet each other, they would embel-
lish or give a new interpretation to wrong statements and bias the interpretation to 
fit the alleged person’s life. If this is true, the percentage of accurate information 
should be higher in those cases where the family met each other before any record 
could be made, compared to those whose records were made afterward. Contrary to 
this hypothesis, no difference was found in the percentage of correct statements 
between both kinds of cases (Schouten & Stevenson, 1998). In addition, most 
CORTs cannot be explained by the unproven theory of inherited memory since most 
cases occur in different families (Stevenson, 1974a), some even in different 
countries.

To summarize, the idea of reincarnation is one of the most ancient and universal 
among different spiritual concepts of humanity. CORT started being scientifically 
investigated in the twentieth century by Ian Stevenson, a psychiatrist recognized for 
the rigor of his scientific method. Thereafter, several scientists around the globe 
(Moraes et al., 2022) have replicated these findings, creating a robust body of thou-
sands of similar cases of very young children claiming to remember past-life memo-
ries in different times and cultures. The reincarnation hypothesis is unique for its 
explanatory value as it can explain a number of different events (Stevenson, 1977a):
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•	 Accurate memories recorded before verification by the family (Schouten & 
Stevenson, 1998; Stevenson & Samararatne, 1988).

•	 Birthmarks and birth defects consistent with injuries suffered by the alleged pre-
vious personality (Stevenson, 1993, 1997).

•	 Emotional reactions to specific trigger and posttraumatic symptoms coinciding 
with the mode of death of the alleged previous personality.

•	 Skills such as Purnima’s knowledge of making incense (Haraldsson, 2001).
•	 Findings which have been replicated by different researchers and in different 

cultures.
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6
The Weight of the Whole Body of Evidence 
for Life After Death

Based on the evidence presented on Chap. 5, it is easy to see why these spiritual 
experiences (SE) have tended to generate beliefs in some sort of dualism (in the 
sense that mind is something beyond the body) and survival, in virtually any culture 
throughout the ages (Bozzano, 1997; Lang, 1898; Lombroso, 1909; Shushan, 2009; 
Tylor, 1871). Moreover, it is remarkable that contemporary scientific evidence leads 
to conclusions very similar to those which have been perennially advocated by most 
religions, spiritual practices, and philosophies throughout history. The universal 
beliefs in an afterlife—assumed to be “primitive” by radical secularists—proved 
consistent in the face of scientifically controlled investigation (Kripal, 2010).

At first glance, the evidence, indeed, strongly suggests that human beings have 
something beyond their bodies and this something can separate itself from the body 
and even survive death. It is necessary, however, to analyze if this first impression 
survives a closer and more rigorous examination of the evidence in light of the main 
alternative hypotheses. As we have discussed at Chap. 5, there are four main hypoth-
eses to account for the facts. Two of them are “conventional”—(1) deliberate fraud 
and (2) misinterpretation of chance or of experiences generated by neurophysiology 
or unconscious mind activity—and two go beyond the conventional physicalist per-
spective: (3) living agent psi (LAP) (also called ESP—extrasensory perception) and 
(4) survival.

In dealing with a complex topic such as the nature of human consciousness, it is 
essential to avoid simplistic approaches and not be naïve enough to think that one 
single hypothesis can explain all the evidence previously discussed. Indeed, we will 
now argue that the conventional explanations and LAP can explain much of the 
evidence, but neither of them in isolation or even in conjunction can explain all the 
evidence. Our point here is that survival of consciousness is a necessary hypothesis, 
in conjunction with the other three, to make sense of all the available evidence.

We will take here a phenomenological approach to survival of consciousness, 
and not delving into the ultimate nature of what survives or the mechanisms by 
which it works (Chibeni & Moreira-Almeida, 2007). Based on this empirical or 
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phenomenological approach, we will propose a “pragmatic dualism” as a working 
hypothesis, i.e., human beings have two aspects: physical body and something 
beyond that survives bodily death (the thinking being, soul, spirit, consciousness, 
mind, etc.). However, as yet, we are unable to define whether we are ultimately 
composed of only one substance (monism), two substances (dualism), or more 
(Hyslop, 1901). This is more a metaphysical than an empirical question (Chibeni, 
2020; Moreira-Almeida, 2012). In addition, the mechanisms by which these two 
aspects of human beings interact are still unclear. But, as discussed at section “There 
Is No Mechanism for How the Mind Would Influence the Brain”, several theories 
have been proposed to explain this interaction. These, along with new ones, should 
be developed and tested.

Considering we are still in a pre-paradigmatic period regarding the nature of 
consciousness and the mind-brain relationship, theoretical pluralism is better than 
theoretical monism (Chibeni & Moreira-Almeida, 2007; Moreira-Almeida & 
Araujo, 2015). It is desirable that a wide variety of paradigm candidates should 
emerge and that they should be tested based on the broadest possible range of 
empirical evidence. As stated by the philosopher of science Imre Lakatos, there 
should be an open-minded Darwinian competition of research programs (paradigm 
candidates), so the fittest will improve and prevail in the “natural selection” of rigor-
ous tests based on logic and empirical evidence (Lakatos & Musgrave, 1970).

When discussing the scientific evidence for survival, as well as for any other 
scientific hypothesis, it is critical to bear in mind that there is no such thing as a 
crucial experiment or definitive single proof (Chalmers, 1982; Popper, 1963). For 
example, a recent paper discussing how to discover the causes of diseases reminds 
us that “no single study can provide a definitive answer to the questions of causal-
ity” (Ohlsson & Kendler, 2020, p. 637), because any study and research method has 
its own strengths and limitations.

Based on this, key epidemiologists propose that the evidence is much stronger 
when similar findings result from different studies, using different methods and 
performed by different researchers—this is often called triangulation (Ohlsson & 
Kendler, 2020; VanderWeele, 2021). Sir Austin Bradford Hill1 proposed the now 
classic nine criteria for determining if an association is causal. One of them is trian-
gulation, where consistent findings have been “repeatedly observed by different 
persons, in different places, circumstances and times … the same answer has been 
reached in quite a wide variety of situations and techniques” (Hill, 1965, p. 296–297). 
Discussing his criteria, he arrived at a conclusion that applies very well to our over-
all assessment of the empirical evidence for survival:

What they can do, with greater or less strength, is to help us to make up our minds on the 
fundamental question - is there any other way of explaining the set of facts before us, is 
there any other answer equally, or more, likely than cause and effect? (Hill, 1965, p. 299)

In addition, with regard to the search for strong evidence and weighing the pros and 
cons to reach a scientific conclusion:

1 A pivotal epidemiologist in the process of incorporating statistics and randomization into medi-
cine and in proving that smoking causes lung cancer (Wilkinson, 1997).
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In asking for very strong evidence I would, however, repeat emphatically that this does not 
imply crossing every ‘t’, and swords with every critic, before we act. All scientific work is 
incomplete. (Hill, 1965, p. 300)2

Now, coming back to survival, as we have seen, around 150  years of survival 
research has produced a body of evidence that is larger and stronger than most 
people are aware of or have even imagined being possible to attain.3

�Hypotheses Alternative to Survival

Chapter 5 discussed each of the main lines of evidence: mediumship, OBE/NDE, 
and CORT. It is time now to weigh the whole body of evidence. We will briefly 
discuss the three main alternatives to the survival theory that would explain the 
available evidence.

�Fraud

Undoubtedly, there have been many fraud cases, but there are many good studies 
with positive results that have properly controlled for this possibility. For example, 
Hodgson, an expert in unmasking fraud, investigated the medium Mrs. Piper. Sitters 
unknown to her were introduced anonymously, she was taken to England and kept 
under continuous surveillance, and detectives were hired to investigate if she tried 
to get previous information about the sitters and deceased. In decades of investiga-
tion, no reasonable charge of fraud was raised against her (Braude, 2003; Gauld, 
1982). In addition, a recent meta-analysis of controlled, triple-blind studies with 
mediums also found positive results (Sarraf et  al., 2021). Fraud could also not 
account for the similarities in many features in cases studied in different times and 
places. For example, it is not credible that fraudulent parents all over the world 
(many of them illiterate and with no access to publications on the topic) have col-
luded to produce similar cases of children claiming memories of previous lives, 
such as the age they start and finish talking about these memories, frequent claims 
of violent death, the rarity of claimed deceased famous personalities, birthmarks, 
etc. (Matlock, 2019).

2 A similar balance between naïve hasty conclusions and a cynical denial of unideal pieces of evi-
dence was recently emphasized in epidemiology (Ohlsson & Kendler, 2020).
3 As stated by Hans Eysenck, one of the most influential psychologists of the twentieth century, the 
available evidence for survival after death “is capable of scientific consideration and is of very high 
quality” (Eysenck & Sargent, 1993, p. 151).
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�Chance, Cryptomnesia, Fabrications of the Unconscious Mind, 
and Other Conventional Sources

These are certainly a major source, perhaps the major one, for alleged empirical 
evidence for survival of consciousness claimed by laypeople. However, the control 
and exclusion of these conventional sources are the main target (in addition to con-
trol for fraud) of any minimally qualified researcher in this field. As discussed at 
length in Chap. 5, there are plenty of well-conducted studies whose results cannot 
be reasonably explained by these usual suspects. This is especially the case when 
the pieces of information provided were unknown to the witnesses (e.g., parents or 
sitters) and to the person who produces the evidence (e.g., medium, children, or 
NDE experiencer). Under controlled situations, the information is often too abun-
dant, precise, private, and specific to be accounted for by chance or previous knowl-
edge obtained through ordinary means by mediums or children claiming previous 
lives. In addition to information, it is also necessary to account for unlearned skills, 
birthmarks, personality traits, mannerisms, etc.

�Living Agent Psi (LAP)

These two previous usual suspects have been consistently addressed since the dawn 
of survival research and were basically considered insufficient to account for all the 
available, empirical evidence by the vast majority of researchers who have studied 
it in-depth. They usually agree on the need for some non-conventional explanation, 
typically LAP and/or survival (Almeder, 1992; Bem, 2005; Braude, 2003; Eysenck 
& Sargent, 1993; Gauld, 1982; James, 1909; Lombroso, 1909; Richet & De Brath, 
1923; Sudduth, 2016). Of course, as one might expect, there are also some who 
think that everything could be explained by the usual suspects (Lester, 2005; Martin 
& Augustine, 2015). However, they often slip into several of the epistemological 
pitfalls discussed in Chap. 3 and elsewhere (Moreira-Almeida, 2006).

It is astonishing to realize that the major challenge for the survival hypothesis is 
not a conventional explanation but a “paranormal” one, LAP. Hundreds of studies 
have established, on good controlled empirical grounds, the reality of the so-called 
parapsychological (psi) phenomena. A recent review of the large body of experi-
mental evidence on psi was published in a major journal of the American 
Psychological Association and concluded that:

The evidence provides cumulative support for the reality of psi, which cannot be readily 
explained away by the quality of the studies, fraud, selective reporting, experimental or 
analytical incompetence, or other frequent criticisms. The evidence for psi is comparable to 
that for established phenomena in psychology and other disciplines. (Cardeña, 2018, p. 663)

The primary question is if the empirical evidence for survival discussed in this essay 
can properly be explained by LAP, i.e., telepathy and clairvoyance, rendering the 
survival hypothesis superfluous. We argue that this is not the case. In addition, it is 

6  The Weight of the Whole Body of Evidence for Life After Death



65

worth noting that many authors, from Allan Kardec (1860) to Ian Stevenson (1977), 
via Carl du Prel (1939/1899), Cesare Lombroso (1909), Ernesto Bozzano 
(1995/1938), J. B. Rhine, and William McDougall along the way, have argued (and 
we agree with them) that LAP, by itself, suggests a transcendent/non-physical/spiri-
tual aspect of human beings that might, in principle, survive bodily death (Alvarado, 
2012; Griffin, 1997). LAP is a major challenge to conventional physicalist views of 
mind. It is hard to figure out how electrical and chemical exchanges between neu-
rons could explain thought transference between people and visual perception of 
distant objects.4

Regardless of the implications of LAP for the ultimate nature of the human mind, 
we will list below the main reasons that make LAP an unlikely explanation for the 
whole body of evidence and leaves survival of consciousness as the most logical and 
parsimonious hypothesis. Much evidence for survival, to be explained by LAP, 
would require assuming the existence of a level of LAP much higher than we have 
evidence for, for example, unlearned skills (e.g., xenoglossy and poetry), birth-
marks, and consistent production of a series of personal veridical information 
(unknown to anyone present) (Bozzano, 1995; Kelly, 2013; Lombroso, 1909).

Because these alleged psi skills are well beyond anything previously documented 
to exist, it is often called super-psi. Some authors (Braude, 2003; Sudduth, 2009) 
have claimed that this is not a reasonable objection, because we actually don’t know 
the nature of psi and, hence, we also don’t know its limits. We agree that the nature 
of psi is not yet understood; however, we can test its possibilities and limits by ana-
lyzing spontaneous and experimental cases. For example, what have we been able 
to document about the range of telepathic interactions among the living? Sure, we 
may find new telepathic possibilities beyond that which has previously been 
recorded. However, it would be very suspicious if this alleged new kind of telepathy 
(hypothesized to explain the evidence for survival) is only detected under circum-
stances indicative of survival such as in a mediumistic trance or among children 
claiming to have lived previous lives. In order to make the case for a stronger sort of 
LAP (instead of evidence for survival), such alleged new telepathic capacity should 
also be detected in cases not related to survival.

Some authors (Braude, 2003; Sudduth, 2009, 2021) argue that LAP and survival 
would require the same level of psi functioning to be postulated to explain the best 
evidence of survival. This would be the case because the explanation for survival 
requires some sort of psi. For example, mediumship would actually be a telepathic 
interaction between the medium and a discarnate personality, instead of between 
living personalities, as in LAP. This is a good point, and parity indeed exists if we 
are comparing the telepathic interaction between the medium and a sitter or a dis-
carnate personality. However, mediumship would require a much more complex 
LAP if the medium produces a series of information, personality traits, and skills 
not possessed or known by the sitters and not available from any single source (apart 

4 The incompatibility between LAP and strict physicalist views of human nature is also acknowl-
edged by most so-called skeptics and is a major reason often raised by them to justify an a priori 
denial of any LAP claim (Reber & Alcock, 2020).
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from the deceased personality). In order to make the case for a LAP-related expla-
nation, it would require the medium to be in telepathic contact with several other 
living persons in different and distant places and have a clairvoyant perception of 
different locations to be able to collect the specific pieces of information (and only 
those) that were known by the alleged deceased personality. In other words, this 
would require almost an omniscient capacity that would involve a psychic connec-
tion with people and places that are located far from the mediums and with which 
they have no previous contact or emotional rapport, conditions known to enhance 
LAP (Bozzano, 1995; Carpenter, 2012). In addition, the medium would have to put 
together these widely scattered pieces of information and, at the same time, express 
them in a coherent way through the impersonation of the deceased, expressing them 
as coming from him/her. It seems much more complex than inferring that the 
medium is in telepathic contact with just one mind, i.e., the communicating deceased 
personality. This is one example where clearly there is no parity on the postulated 
level of psi functioning.

This previous objection to LAP as an explanation for the best evidence of sur-
vival becomes even stronger when incorporating what Braude (2003) calls crippling 
complexity. The main idea is that psi (like all human abilities) is highly situation-
sensitive, having a causal network that may be impaired by many different factors. 
For example, the performance of a star soccer player in a given match depends on a 
wide variety of factors: physical fitness, training, emotional balance, payment, 
desire to collaborate with teammates or to shine alone, crowd reaction, ball and 
pitch conditions, etc. Then:

The more dense and extensive that network is, the more obstacles any particular psychic 
inquiry or effort must navigate in order to succeed … the more potentially wide-ranging and 
virtuosic we take psi to be, the less likely it becomes that a person’s psi could produce an 
extended and accurate trance persona, or provide all the detailed, intimate information 
found in the most astonishing survival cases—and even more so, to do these things consis-
tently. (Braude, 2021, p. 159–160)

Based on this, Braude argues that crippling complexity favors survival over LAP as 
it is more parsimonious, because the “survivalist scenario requires no more than the 
integrity of a single causal connection between the psychic subject and a postmor-
tem individual” while “super-psi requires multiple sources of information” each of 
them with “distinct causal connection” (Braude, 2003, p. 305) subject to obstacles 
related to the crippling complexity.

The survival hypothesis also benefits from the fact that, in many instances, the 
person who produces evidence of survival does not demonstrate evidence of high 
levels of psi functioning in other situations or domains of life. For example, many 
(if not most) children in reincarnation cases, reporting consistent and accurate mem-
ories as well as fears, interests, and personality traits related to a deceased personal-
ity, do not show any evidence of telepathy or clairvoyance in their lives. So, in order 
to explain these cases simply in terms of LAP, it would be necessary to postulate 
that these children have high levels of telepathy and clairvoyance even if we have no 
evidence of this, except for the evidence related to the alleged previous life. It might 
be possible, but it does not seem very credible.
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In addition, the medium and the children would also need to experience and pres-
ent all this information purportedly obtained by LAP as if coming from a specific 
deceased person, who they usually don’t know. Since the anomalous experiences 
discussed here have been widespread across time and space, this LAP hypothesis 
would also require a perennial and universal unconscious willingness to deceive 
(the experiencers themselves and others) that would lead them to impersonate, very 
skillfully, specific deceased persons. Finally, it would also require a high level of 
dramatic capability in order to perform the “dramatic play of personality” in such a 
way as to convince the deceased’s close relatives and acquaintances (Hyslop, 1901).

It is also worth noting that the available evidence shows that all of a personality 
that we would expect to survive actually survives (Hyslop, 1901), i.e., memory, 
affections, skills, motivations, personal way of dealing with things, etc. In fact, sev-
eral survival researchers have found more than they had initially expected. For 
example, Ian Stevenson (2007) initially only expected to find claims of verbal mem-
ories allegedly related to previous lives. When he actually started to investigate 
CORT, he also found several other features of the previous personality: skills, per-
sonality traits, birthmarks, phobias, etc. Similarly, Erlendur Haraldsson (Haraldsson, 
2012a), quite unexpectedly, found that CORT children often have symptoms of 
posttraumatic stress disorder, despite having no clear major traumatic experience in 
this life. However, these symptoms make sense in light of their alleged memories of 
past-life traumatic events.

In summary, the hypothesis of LAP (without survival) for the best evidence of 
survival would require us to assume, simultaneously:

	1.	 The existence of a level of LAP much higher than we have evidence for from 
experimental or spontaneous cases.

	2.	 The person being, at the same time, in telepathic and clairvoyant contact with 
several different (and often unknown) living persons and distant places to be able 
to collect the specific pieces of information (and only those) that were known by 
the alleged deceased personality.

	3.	 Being able to navigate through the crippling complexity of these required mul-
tiple sources of information, each of them with a complex causal network subject 
to many obstacles.

	4.	 The person who produces evidence of survival often does not show evidence of 
high levels of LAP in other situations or domains of life.

	5.	 Being able to integrate into a coherent whole all these isolated pieces of informa-
tion collected from different and distant sources.

	6.	 Perennial and universal unconscious willingness to deceive that would lead them 
to impersonate, very skillfully, specific deceased persons often unknown to them.

	7.	 This impersonation would be so competent that it would convince close acquain-
tances and include a wide range of personal features that were not initially 
expected, even by experts in the field.

Each of these assumptions is improbable in isolation. This unlikelihood becomes 
even more pronounced if we need to multiply these low probabilities in order to 
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make them work together and fully explain the many good pieces of evidence for 
survival presented in this essay.

In addition to the major obstacles described above for the usual suspects or LAP 
explaining away each specific good piece of evidence for survival, the problem 
becomes even more challenging when we consider the convergence of the whole 
range of different kinds of evidence. The full body of evidence provides a compel-
ling case for triangulation—converging evidence (from different researchers, from 
a broad variety of research groups, countries, and methods for a wide range of phe-
nomena investigated), which mutually reinforce each other, pointing to the same 
conclusion: survival of consciousness. For each piece of evidence, taken in isola-
tion, we might potentially concede an unlikely explanation of undetected fraud, 
chance, cryptomnesia, or LAP; however, when we need to multiply dozens of times 
the concession to these unlikely possibilities, it becomes less and less credible. This 
would be the case in trying to explain away altogether the whole body of evidence 
produced by Leonora Piper and Chico Xavier or the multiple high-quality cases of 
reincarnation, NDE, and OBE.5 The compelling strength of this convergence of evi-
dence was classically emphasized by Frederic Myers (1903) and Ernesto Bozzano 
(1995/1938) and has also been bolstered by contemporary researchers (Almeder, 
1992; Braude, 2003; Gauld, 1982; Griffin, 1997; Stevenson, 1977) (Fig. 6.1).

Furthermore, it is worth taking into consideration the explanatory value of the 
survival hypothesis, to explain not only the wide range of survival evidence per se 
but also a wide range of challenging phenomena that defy full explanation by 

5 As stated by James Hyslop, Professor of Philosophy at Columbia University, after in-depth per-
sonal investigation of Mrs. Piper: “My preference for the spiritistic theory after facing the prob-
lems just indicated rests on a very simple basis, and it is that I am not prepared to build any altars 
to Mrs. Piper’s brain” (Hyslop, 1901, ch. I and VI).

Fig. 6.1  The compelling strength of the convergence of evidence for survival hypothesis
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physicalist accounts of human beings that attempt to pigeonhole all human experi-
ence only in terms of biology and environmental influences. If, in addition to these 
two explanatory factors, we add a mind that survives the body (in close bidirectional 
interaction with it during bodily life), a wide range of apparently anomalous phe-
nomena (from a physicalist perspective) would make sense, e.g., placebo effect, 
child prodigies, artistic inspiration, gender identity issues, children’s behavioral and 
psychological characteristics and differences between identical twins not explained 
by genetics or the environment, etc. (Kelly, 2007; Myers, 1903; Stevenson, 2000).

The survival hypothesis has a series of virtues desirable in a good scientific 
hypothesis: empirical adequacy (its empirical consequences are true), broadness of 
scope (explains a wide range of phenomena), prediction of new kinds of phenomena 
(such as PTSD symptoms in CORT), and simplicity (Chibeni & Moreira-Almeida, 
2007). Sure, the evidence is not perfect; it never is. As discussed previously, there is 
no such thing as definitive proof, and it is always possible to raise more than one 
hypothesis to explain a given scientific observation. Scientific revolutions such as 
Heliocentrism and Darwinism took place not because they were perfect theories. In 
truth, they were incomplete, with some inconsistent empirical findings and with no 
clear explanatory mechanism. They prevailed because they possessed the epistemo-
logical virtues discussed above, especially the support of a broad spectrum of 
empirical findings and being able to explain with simplicity a wide range of natural 
phenomena (Ghiselin, 1969; Kuhn, 1970; Principe, 2011; Shapin, 1996).

In a similar vein, the hypothesis that human beings have a consciousness that is 
not produced by the body and survives its death is supported by a wide range of dif-
ferent kinds of converging empirical evidence. In addition, it has a stronger explana-
tory power connecting and making sense of a large and broad array of experiences, 
either anomalous experiences (e.g., mediumship, NDE, OBE, ELE, CORT) or 
“common” experiences (e.g., volition, freewill, qualia experience and the unity of 
consciousness, etc.). There is no competing paradigm candidate that is equally well 
supported by empirical evidence and capable of accounting for all the facts together. 
This has been the conclusion reached by many (probably most) highly qualified, 
scientific and philosophical minds (from diverse intellectual and geographical back-
grounds) who painstakingly performed and published comprehensive analyses of 
the available evidence for survival6:

•	 UK: biologist and co-discoverer of the theory of evolution by natural selection 
Alfred Russel Wallace (1866), psychical researcher Frederic Myers (1903), 
physicists Sir Oliver Lodge (1929) and Sir William Crookes (1972), and psy-
chologists Alan Gauld (1982) and Hans Eysenck and Sargent (1993).

•	 USA: philosophers James Hyslop (1901), Robert Almeder (1992), David Griffin 
(1997), and Stephen Braude (2003), psychiatrist Ian Stevenson (Kelly, 2013; 

6 This list can be much enlarged with the vast majority of the 43 authors of the 29 winning essays 
of the essay contest on the evidence for survival promoted by BICS (Bigelow Institute for 
Consciousness Studies) in 2021. All the wining essays are available for download at https://www.
bigelowinstitute.org/contest_winners3.php
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Stevenson, 1977), and psychologists Edward and Emily Kelly (2007) and Charles 
Tart (2009).

•	 France: scholar Allan Kardec (Moreira-Almeida, 2008), astronomer Camille 
Flammarion (1921), physician Gustav Geley (1919, 1925), and probably the 
Nobel laureate in Medicine, Charles Richet (Bubb, 1936; Richet, 1997).

•	 Italy: psychical researcher Ernesto Bozzano (1995) and psychiatrist and founder 
of criminal anthropology, Cesare Lombroso (1909).

•	 Germany: philosopher Carl du Prel (1889) and astrophysicist Johann Zöllner and 
Massey (1880).

•	 Iceland: psychologist Erlendur Haraldsson (2012b; Haraldsson & Matlock, 2017).
•	 Russia: psychical researcher Alexander Aksakof (1991)
•	 Australia: psychical researcher Richard Hodgson (1897).
•	 Brazil: engineer Hernani Guimarães Andrade (1983), psychiatrist Alexander 

Moreira-Almeida, and neuropsychiatrist Franklin Santos (Moreira-Almeida & 
Santos, 2012).

•	 Portugal: physician and businessman Luis Portela (2021).
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7
Cultural Barriers to a Fair Examination 
of the Available Evidence for Survival

Survival is the simplest and most straightforward explanation for the whole diversi-
fied body of evidence. However, this is often refuted because of previous meta-
physical (often dogmatic) commitment to physicalism (Martin & Augustine, 2015) 
or, in some cases, to religious dogmas (Coelho, 2022). Usually, if there was not an 
a priori emotional or intellectual obligation to physicalism (Lycan, 2009), it would 
be hard not to see all this evidence as pointing to the survival of consciousness.

Although pervasive and overly repeated, the statement that science is materialis-
tic and rejects the idea of a surviving soul is a myth. As we mentioned in Chap. 3, 
pervasive physicalism in the academic environment is an anomaly of the last cen-
tury. Contemporary physicalists often claim they are taking a “skeptical” approach, 
but frequently different from a healthy and true critical skepticism, which means a 
kind of agnosticism, a suspension of belief (including the physicalist one) until 
consistent rational and empirical evidence is obtained. Contrary to this original defi-
nition, a “dogmatic skepticism” (which is an oxymoron) arose, characterized by 
radical and irreversible denial of some ideas because of an unshakable commitment 
to another. One who rejects discussion of alternative perspectives and potentially 
falsifying evidence is not a skeptic but a dogmatic denier, usually because of dog-
matic devotedness to another belief, usually physicalism.

This sort of pseudoskepticism, an a priori denial that something different from 
the subject’s beliefs may be true, was also reported by William James who invited 
eight Harvard intellectuals (Sommer, 2013, p. 219):

to come to my house at their own time, and sit with a medium [Mrs. Piper] for whom the 
evidence already published in our Proceedings had been the most noteworthy. Although it 
means at worst the waste of the hour for each, five of them decline the adventure. … one of 
the five colleagues who declined my invitation is widely quoted as an effective critic of our 
evidence. So runs the world away!

James also tells of another psychologist1 who also refused to study Mrs. Piper, 
replying it would be “useless, for if he should get such results as I report, he would 
(being suggestible) simply believe himself hallucinated.” The most telling thing is 

1 Subsequently identified as Hugo Münsterberg, “the most extensively covered US psychologist in 
the New York Times, in 1909 he seized the opportunity to ‘expose’ the famous physical medium, 
Eusapia Palladino” (Sommer, 2013, p. 273)
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that this colleague “writes ex cathedra on the subject of psychical research, declar-
ing that there is nothing in it” (Sommer, 2013, p. 216).2

The main barrier to a truly rational and scientific analysis of survival research is 
materialist scientism, expressed as: “science needs or has proved materialism and 
all educated persons know that”; “it has been proved that brain produces mind”; 
“evidence of survival must be false, because we know that only matter exists.” But 
these assertions only beg the question, since it is precisely the physicalism that is in 
question.

Interestingly, religious dogmatism may add much to materialist scientism in 
terms of opposition to this research into the survival of human personality (e.g., 
denial of evidence of reincarnation or mediumship among many Christians).3

And it is always important to remember how blatant opposition to ideas is intimi-
dating when scholars are afraid to investigate survival because of a lack of funding 
and risk of jeopardizing their careers and reputations. Two telling examples of the 
impact of peer pressure as major obstacles to psychical research are the cases of 
Richet (1898) and Freud (Josephson, 2017).

The assumption of materialist philosophy as a natural part of the contemporary 
scientific paradigms has too many historical/philosophical roots to trace in the pres-
ent essay, but most of us can relate it to positivism and other forms of reductionist 
scientism.

A classic example is the first philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein. In his Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus, he wrote that: “1- The world is everything that is the case”; 
“1.1 - The world is the totality of facts, not of things”; “2.1 - We make images of 
these facts to ourselves” (Wittgenstein, 1960). This naïve and simplistic objectivism 
was used as a weapon by those interested in eliminating spiritualist or dualist con-
cepts as “meaningless,” but, because words do not correspond exactly to facts, this 
exercise in cleansing failed in its task of building a new “scientific language” from 
scratch. All facts are interpreted, as Wittgenstein himself would admit in the second 
phase of his philosophical work.

In his Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein argued that meaning depends 
on broader semantic agreements that work as language games (Wittgenstein, 1958, 
§539), helping to pave the way to a more social and cultural concept of knowledge 
than the straightforward—and wrong—conception of the positivists. As positivism 
and naïve scientism imploded in their own terms, the philosophical support for 
physicalism was ultimately damaged to its metaphysical core.

2 A more recent example was a paper entitled “There is nothing paranormal about near-death expe-
riences,” published in a prestigious neuroscience journal claiming that all reports of NDE could be 
explained by conventional neuroscience (Mobbs & Watt, 2020). However, one of the authors 
acknowledged that they avoided looking at evidence of OBE with veridical perception in NDE. In 
summary, they purposely excluded the main paranormal evidence related to NDE and concluded 
that there is nothing paranormal about NDE! (Greyson et al., 2020; Tsakiris, 2012).
3 However, the Anglican theologian MacGregor (1982) argues persuasively, in historical, theologi-
cal, and biblical terms, that reincarnation is not only compatible with Christianity but actually 
“could be an enrichment of the Christian hope” (MacGregor, 1982, p. ix).
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An extremely contrasting philosophical project, such as the one by G. W. F. Hegel, 
came to conclusions very close to those of Wittgenstein. Hegel created the possibil-
ity of a sociological understanding by showing precisely how many of our concepts 
about reality and objects are intersubjective (Hegel, 1970). Contrary to the previous 
philosophical and scientific notion that we perceive reality and simply get it right or 
wrong, Hegel consistently argued that most of our perceptions, judgments, and 
thoughts are heavily dependent on language, culture, religion, and art, in short, cul-
tural history. The fact that two very different and very influential philosophical tra-
ditions ended up with very similar conclusions is significant for the overall state of 
our contemporary understanding of reason and scientific thought.

We can summarize this conclusion, viz., contemporary concept of experience 
and evidence changed significantly from the positivist and mechanist myth of direct 
perception of reality. We now know that all perception and what we consider evi-
dence, although objective, are heavily dependent on intersubjective/social concepts 
and criteria worth considering in a more robust concept of experience/evidence. To 
show conclusive evidence, therefore, involves deep social understanding of cultural 
trends that define conclusive evidence, and without addressing these trends, the 
search for (“pure”) evidence is fruitless.

As stated by the historian and philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn:

The transfer of allegiance from paradigm to paradigm is a conversion experience that can-
not be forced. Lifelong resistance, particularly from those whose productive careers have 
committed them to an older tradition of normal science

. . . [A] generation is sometimes required to effect the change . . . Though some scien-
tists, particularly the older and more experienced ones, may resist indefinitely, most of them 
can be reached in one way or another. (Kuhn, 1970, p. 151–152)

The psychological process of forming and changing beliefs is deeply complex and 
not straightforward, especially regarding beliefs with higher potential impact on a 
person’s worldview, values, ethics, and philosophy of life. In addition, several 
researchers have emphasized how much the personal witnessing of phenomena 
related to survival impacted their acceptance of the survival hypothesis, more than 
any evidence obtained indirectly by reading scientific reports (Bozzano, 1995; 
Lombroso, 1909). As stated by the journalist Leslie Kean in the conclusion to her 
recent book on scientific evidence for the afterlife:

For me, such convincing studies and case accounts have not had the same impact as have 
my personal experiences, even though these experiences are likely to be less convincing to 
anyone else. (Kean, 2017, p. 359)

As we are aware of the cultural blind spot for the given mass of evidence, what can 
be done? Firstly, stimulate intellectual humility about what we know—and do not 
know—and about the universe and a truly scientific spirit that combines open-
mindedness and rigorousness. So, as the challenge is enormous, intense cultural 
efforts await willing, committed actors to, among others, deconstruct the many 
prevalent myths, ideologies, and prejudices about the subject in academic and gen-
eral audiences; present the best evidence to academic and general audiences; and 
stimulate the development of new methods and theories (candidates for paradigm) 
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(Gauld, 1982; Moreira-Almeida & Araujo, 2017). Finally, the few groups that do 
swim against the tide to shed light on the overwhelming evidence in favor of sur-
vival need to be fostered and multiplied. Small and committed groups or even indi-
viduals can do much, as demonstrated by the examples of Ian Stevenson (Kelly, 
2013) and the SPR (Gauld, 1968, 1982, p. 266).

Spiritual phenomena such as those analyzed in this book cry out for serious 
investigation as well as openness and courage to accept the radical implications they 
entail for our understanding of nature and of ourselves. Given the persuasiveness of 
the evidence, there is no reason for us to hide away in this self-imposed obscurity 
any more.
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8
Conclusion

When analyzing the whole body of survival evidence with a rational, rigorous, and 
open mind, it is hard to resist the conclusion that Survival of Human Consciousness 
after Permanent Bodily Death is a fact of nature. Indeed, this has consistently been 
the conclusion reached by the vast majority of humanity, including those who per-
formed careful philosophical and scientific analysis thereof. The best evidence for 
survival is the compelling convergence of findings from dozens of highly qualified 
scientists in a wide range of anomalous experiences (mediumship, apparitions, 
ELE, OBE, NDE, CORT, etc.) that mutually reinforce each other because they point 
to the same conclusion: survival of consciousness. To reject survivalist explanations 
for those findings would require postulating, simultaneously, a sequence of very 
unlikely assumptions and facts. Survival is the most simple, comprehensive, and 
natural explanation for the empirical data discussed in this essay.

The rejection of the conclusion for survival by many scholars is a historical 
exception concentrated mainly in the twentieth century. It seems that this rejection 
of evidence for survival is strongly related to the cultural prejudices associated with 
the physicalist mindset of materialist scientism. Based on the misguided (and often 
dogmatic) assumption that physicalism is a proven fact and necessary for rational 
and scientific analysis (Coelho, 2012; Moreira-Almeida et al., 2018), there has been 
an a priori rejection of the possibility of survival as a hypothesis and a dogmatic 
denial of the supporting empirical evidence. The consequence is that many (perhaps 
most) scholars and even average educated laypersons are not aware of the compel-
ling empirical evidence for survival.

In order to overcome these barriers to a fair analysis of the evidence for survival, 
two major steps are needed:

•	 Deconstruct misguided physicalist and anti-spiritual philosophical, historical, 
and methodological assumptions that cloud a fair consideration and analysis of 
the survival hypothesis and the supporting empirical evidence.

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2022
A. Moreira-Almeida et al., Science of Life After Death, SpringerBriefs in 
Psychology, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-06056-4_8

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-06056-4_8


80

•	 Fairly present the whole body of evidence indicative of survival of 
consciousness.

These steps are the two main goals of the present essay. To advance a rigorous 
academic discussion on consciousness survival, in addition to a wider dissemination 
of what is already known, it is crucial to support the development and a Darwinian-
like competition of research programs (Moreira-Almeida & Araujo, 2017). These 
research programs would not only develop paradigm candidates to account for the 
whole body of evidence but also test them under a diversity of high-quality, empiri-
cal studies with different, but complementary, methodological approaches (Chibeni 
& Moreira-Almeida, 2007; Moreira-Almeida & Lotufo-Neto, 2017).
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