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Foreword

John Tait

It is a great pleasure to welcome Gregory Shushan’s Near-Death Experience in Ancient Civilizations, a thoroughly revised and restructured book that builds upon his 2009 Conceptions of the Afterlife in Early Civilizations: Universalism, Constructivism, and Near-Death Experience. That publication has sometimes mistakenly been listed as though it were a collected, edited volume, although of course its most striking feature is precisely that it is the work of a single author, presenting throughout an original and systematic exploration of the evidence and of its implications. This consistent breadth of scholarship may be seen in Gregory’s 2018 book, Near-Death Experience in Indigenous Religions, winner of the Parapsychological Association Book Award. The present revised work shows the same admirable qualities that Gregory’s writing has displayed over at least 25 years: he has a special ability to reflect on, to rethink, and to develop his ideas and the questions that he seeks to address. Hence, in part, the appropriateness of a new edition of Conceptions of the Afterlife.

That a new edition is called for also offers an indication of the liveliness of the topic of near-death experience (NDE). Almost everyone in modern societies (and not only Western societies) has read or heard of NDEs. Popular attitudes vary from an instinctive urge to condemn any such experiences as fraudulent or deluded to an unquestioning acceptance, with confusion and agnosticism as the extensive middle ground. The literature on NDEs is vast. So also is the quantity of material on the internet. Aside from sensationalist anecdotes and urban myth, many of the more serious contributions are limited to psychological or medical methodologies, whether seeking to explain the phenomena—or to explain them away. One thing that is made very clear by Gregory’s work is that no simplistic approach can prove ultimately persuasive. Psychology or physiology may be relevant, but they do not provide a straightforward route to an adequate or appropriate understanding of the variety of human experiences involved in NDEs.

The topic is a kind of anthropological investigation, but one probing the worlds of people and cultures that have long passed away (the most recent evidence adduced here is from Mesoamerica, belonging to a range of dates, the latest in the sixteenth century CE). However, the task is essentially no more daunting than that faced by many archaeologists. In fact, for archaeologists, the pitfalls are well known and much discussed, while the possibilities for work in phenomenology and cognitive archaeology are rich and are increasingly being followed up. The civilizations that Gregory calls upon in chapters 3–7 are civilizations that have not had the same kind of direct input into our modern Western cultures as the Classical world, or as those cultures that incorporate or owe a debt to Judaism, Christianity, or Islam. Furthermore, they developed in near isolation from one another, and any possible influences that one may have had upon another must have been marginal and of no significance for the work attempted here. Two or more of these societies have, therefore, over the past half century or longer, been used in comparative studies to investigate a variety of broad cultural questions, such as state formation and control, the nature of kingship, and the roles of literacy and orality in societies.

Gregory’s investigation encompasses an enormous span of time—just in terms of the date of the first appearance of the textual sources investigated. The Egyptian Pyramid Texts were first inscribed in the third millennium BCE, and Sumerian (and Akkadian) material from Mesopotamia is of similar antiquity. For the present writer, whose own work essentially concerns ancient Egypt, especially of the later periods, it is fascinating to see, in chapter 3, treatment of well-known and much-studied texts viewed from a fresh perspective. The bulk of the textual material that Gregory evaluates from Egypt can be said to comprise compilations of ritual empowerment. The performance of the texts enabled someone to do something, whatever incidental benefits they may also have brought. Who exactly was conceived as performing (for example) the Pyramid Texts, and what persona and voice they adopted, are complex and fascinating questions. Our surviving material comprises primarily carved and painted inscriptions upon tomb walls or coffins, although the traditions will essentially have been curated upon papyrus rolls housed in libraries.

A Demotic Egyptian narrative composed or compiled some two millennia later than the Pyramid Texts, the first Setna Khaemwese story (Gregory discusses this text, below), still reflected glimpses of this tradition, together with ideas from the Book of the Dead. In an episode of the narrative set long before the New Kingdom backdrop of the main story, a prince has seized by stealth and violence a book written by and belonging to the god Thoth, and begins to explore it:

He fetched the book up out of the chest of gold, and he read out aloud a written formula in it; he took command of the sky, the earth, the Otherworld, and the deserts and the seas; he found out everything that the birds of the sky were saying, and the fish of the deep, and the beasts of the desert. He read aloud another written formula; he saw Re [the sun-god] as he appeared in the sky, together with his Ennead [attendant gods], and the Moon as he rose, and the various stars. He saw the fish of the deep, although there were 21 god’s-cubits [about 36 feet] of water above them.

Near-Death Experience in Ancient Civilizations opens up a multitude of questions that resonate with hopes and fears widely felt in the modern world. Because of the broad comparative approach adopted here, readers, whatever their background, whatever their spiritual and religious beliefs, if any, and whatever their preexisting stance on NDEs—whether one of credence or one of outright scepticism—will find challenging ideas and the need to think afresh.

JOHN TAIT is Emeritus Professor of Egyptology and former Edwards Professor at the Institute of Archaeology, University College London. He has edited hieroglyphic, hieratic, demotic, Coptic, and Greek texts, especially on papyrus, and studies Egyptian literary traditions. His numerous publications include Papyri from Tebtunis in Egyptian and in Greek (1977) and Saqqara Demotic Papyri (1983, with H. S. Smith), and he has made several contributions to the work of the Egypt Exploration Society’s project for the publication of papyri from Saqqara and the Project for the Publication of the Carlsberg Papyri (Copenhagen). He received his D.Phil from the University of Oxford.
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Introduction

In addition to the fact that some consider them to be glimpses of an actual afterlife, there is another important and largely overlooked dimension to near-death experiences (NDEs): their power to influence spiritual and religious beliefs around the world, contributing to the formation of afterlife beliefs across cultures and throughout human history. As such, they have contributed to the world’s mystical literature, ritual practices, and art—and therefore to human culture itself. When you start to look at the history of the study of religious and spiritual traditions around the world, I think you’ll agree that the lack of recognition of the cultural impact of NDEs is mystifying.

Near-death experiences typically occur during periods of clinical death or near-death, after which an individual, upon resuscitation, reports having had mystical or spiritual episodes. This book compares reports of NDEs with the afterlife beliefs in five ancient world regions:

• Old and Middle Kingdom Egypt (2700–1800 BCE)

• Early Dynastic Sumer and Old Babylonian Mesopotamia (2900–1595 BCE)

• Vedic India (1500–300 BCE)

• Pre-Buddhist China (1100 BCE–220 CE)

• Maya and Nahua/Aztec Mesoamerica (300 BCE–1520 CE)

Each of these civilizations was characterized by a high degree of cultural independence, developing and evolving largely independent of one another. This means that any similarities between them must be due to something other than “diffusion”—that is, the sharing of myths and beliefs from one group of people to another.

This book is not an introduction or simply a rehashing of information easily available elsewhere—either about NDEs or about the afterlife beliefs of ancient civilizations. It is an original exploration—a journey of discovery in which you will participate, piecing together disparate elements from various afterlife belief systems as found in the world’s earliest religious texts. Together, we will tease out their individual meanings, analyze their cultural expressions, and reveal their universal truths. Like any voyage that is worth undertaking, this is a complex, multifaceted one, and perhaps sometimes challenging—but it is, I hope, a rich and rewarding experience from preparation to return.

In a sense, our journey to discover the cultural meanings of NDEs mirrors the accounts of afterlife voyages that we will be exploring. Though we will remain in our bodies for the duration, through the pages of this book we’ll leave the mundane world behind, traveling through darkness, emerging into light, encountering spirit beings in other realms, having our identity and sense of self challenged, and reaching barriers and limits that we will at least try to traverse before our return.

The first stage of the journey is to reveal step-by-step that there does indeed exist a series of similarities between afterlife beliefs throughout the world, beliefs that transcend culture, time, and context. These similarities are too consistent and specific for “coincidence” to be an adequate explanation. And yet they must be explained somehow, for the implications are profound: that afterlife beliefs are not entirely invented by cultures and that there appears to be some kind of universal factor at work. In order to explain these dynamics, we will unravel the relationships and interactions between the cross-cultural elements and the culture-specific elements (the differences)—particularly in determining the extent to which culture influences NDEs, and vice versa. Specifically, we will examine the theory that NDEs have occurred throughout human history and that they have contributed to the formation of belief systems, being drawn upon in the creation of religious otherworld-journey texts.

The material we will be examining is complex—sometimes obscure, sometimes of crystalline poetic beauty, though occasionally disturbing or even just bizarre. The questions we are asking of this diverse material can only be satisfactorily answered by mining the knowledge and ideas from various scholarly disciplines. Bold claims—claims that could rewrite the history of religions and recast the role of extraordinary mystical experiences in human cultures—must be backed up by careful, sound research. For new research to be accepted, we must justify each of our assertions, every step of the way, by reference to demonstrable historical facts and to the scholarly work that preceded us. In other words, rest assured—there is a method to my madness.



It is important to make clear from the outset that the descriptions of the afterlife in the ancient texts considered here are rarely portrayed as accounts of personal experiences. They are religious literatures that scarcely mention NDEs—at least not overtly. Writing was put to only limited uses in the earliest of the ancient civilizations, rarely including personal narratives or documentary accounts of local events. In addition, only a small fraction of texts ever survives in the archaeological and historical records, so it’s not surprising that personal accounts of such phenomena are rare. However, there is no reason to assume that the texts did not incorporate such material. As you will see, this suggestion is not a rhetorical device of the kind used by fringe conspiracy theorists or found in pseudo documentaries about ancient aliens. I’m not “just asking a question” in order to be provocative and imply an unsubstantiated controversial answer. Rather, I am posing a problem that I intend to address methodically and resolve with a cogent, comprehensive theory.

The descriptions of afterlife experiences under consideration occur mainly in sources that held religious meaning within their respective traditions. The specific nature and purpose of each source is noted though the comparison is not within or between genres, but between the content of relevant sources regardless of genre. The fundamental differences between the types of texts (as well as between the varying religious traditions) actually work to our advantage in determining the extent of cross-cultural consistencies. They add a cross-contextual dimension that makes the similarities all the more significant. For example, neither the Egyptians nor the Mesopotamians nor the Mesoamericans left behind anything like the relatively cohesive statements of religious philosophy found in the Upanishads of India or the Confucian Classics of China, while the only systematic “practical” guidebook to the afterlife for the periods under consideration (see chapter 2) is the Egyptian Book of Two Ways. Only India and China produced texts concerned mainly with our current life on Earth that nevertheless contain relevant passages; and ethnographic material, collected by foreign, external chroniclers, exists only for Mesoamerica.

The texts are discussed in roughly chronological order within each section, though I’ve taken some latitude to allow for a more coherent flow. In any case, the dates of composition of most of the texts are largely unknown, though most of them are believed to have originated far earlier than the earliest physical examples, meaning that they likely began as oral literature. However, any discussion of conceptual “development” over time is, to some extent, based upon uncertain chronology. Furthermore, it’s almost certain that relevant earlier or contemporary literatures (oral or otherwise) that might have supplemented or contradicted our current understanding of the surviving material existed, but have been lost.

With the exception of some of the Chinese and Mesoamerican poetry and songs, the texts were written and read by the elite. The extent to which they represent the beliefs of the general populace is unknown. No belief is universal, even within a given community, and one of the hallmarks of metaphysical thinking is a diversity of both idea and expression.

Although comparing the beliefs of multiple civilizations alongside near-death experience might seem like an overly ambitious undertaking for a single book, the limitation to only a single narrow area of belief makes it workable. The aim is not to compare “religion” or “myth” or “religious experience” in general, nor even “afterlife beliefs” per se, for notions of spirits continuing existence on Earth (that is, ghosts), reincarnation, and funerary beliefs and rituals are excluded (except where particularly relevant). The focus here is rather on just one aspect of afterlife beliefs: the experiences of the disembodied consciousness of an individual following their physical death. These typically involve journeys to other realms (heavens, hells, and intermediate states), encounters with other beings in other realms (ferrymen, judges, divinities, demons, ancestors), undergoing perils and judgment, and ultimate fates (paradise, punishment, annihilation, rebirth, divinization). That is, the kinds of experiences most relevant to NDEs.

There is also the question of accepting as a confirmed “similarity” an occasional (or even single) occurrence of a theme or concept in one civilization, in comparison with its common occurrence in another. One example is the rare Vedic heavenly boat in India, in contrast to the ubiquitous Egyptian sun-barque that sails with the deceased through sky and the underworld. While such instances will be noted, we’re not concerned here with how widespread a conception was, but with whether it existed at all. The cross-cultural recurrence of a theme or concept requires explanation regardless of who or how many subscribed to it.

The intention here, then, is not to present a single coherent view of the afterlife experience in each civilization, but rather to follow the evidence wherever it might lead. This includes whatever diversities, apparent contradictions, inconsistencies, variations, and changes over time might be revealed. A synthesized summary of “the Egyptian experience” or “the Chinese experience” might be more easily digestible, though it would result in an overgeneralized misrepresentation of the material as being more cohesive than it really is. Indeed, the difference and diversity are as interesting as the similarity and consistency.

Another point to consider is that ancient languages and texts are not perfectly understood, and their meanings are sometimes unclear. Problems of interpretation can also arise from our incomplete knowledge of a culture’s unique systems of symbolism and metaphor. With many of the texts discussed in this book, it can be difficult to ascertain what is symbolic and what is intended to be taken literally. For example, in the ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts1, it’s stated that “Nut’s belly has been impregnated with the seed of the akh who is in her.” In Egyptian thought, the akh is formed by the reunion of two elements of the soul in the afterlife—the ka (the animating life force) and the ba (the unique self, or personality). Nut is the sky-goddess and mother of the deceased, and of Re (sun-god and creator), and of Osiris (Lord of the Dead, fertility, and regeneration)—all of whom are associated with each other. Nut’s womb is the Duat (the netherworld) that gives birth daily to Re and the deceased, who is identified with Re. At the same time, the deceased’s sarcophagus on Earth was also seen as Nut’s womb. Does the passage thus reflect a conceptual metaphor for the ritual of placing the mummy into the sarcophagus? Or is the ritual of placing the mummy into the sarcophagus an enactment of what was believed to happen to the akh when entering the netherworld? Or are both text and ritual metaphors for a more generalized concept of entering an afterlife realm prior to spiritual rebirth? Despite over 200 years of formal research on Egyptian language, religion, and culture, much remains speculative. The same goes for all the civilizations considered here—though most especially those with no living legacy (Mesopotamia and, to some extent, Mesoamerica, in addition to Egypt).

It’s also important to recognize that we are dealing with texts concerned with themes that by their very nature are intangible, abstract, even ineffable. The Dutch historian of religions W. B. Kristensen2 suggested that the apparent lack of coherence of such texts might reflect the inexpressibility of the mysteries of death and rebirth. While he concluded that it was a “waste of energy” to even try to make orderly sense of them, I take a more optimistic stance here. Presumably the texts made at least some sense to the individuals who created them and to the members of their communities. The content, meaning, and sometimes presentation of many of these works would not have remained consistent for thousands of years if they were random and confused within their cultures.

Still, we must reluctantly admit that a thorough understanding of the beliefs of people in past societies is not possible. As the French historian Jean Bottéro wrote concerning the Mesopotamian afterlife, we can only attempt to piece together bits of evidence from various sources “in order to reconstruct a picture that is very likely to reflect only very badly, even mistakenly here and there, the original view on the matter.”3

Directly examining the original sources rather than using existing summaries has, however, allowed me to look at the material afresh and in greater detail. Relying on what others select as being important, or neglect as unimportant, limits the potential for new interpretations and insights. This has been vital in avoiding oft-repeated past overgeneralizations. Most significantly, it has resulted in a reassessment of the Mesopotamian afterlife, which scholarly preconceptions tell us was strictly pessimistic and lacking judgment. As we will see in chapter 4, this was not actually the case.

On the subject of thoroughness—what to include and what to leave out—it’s neither possible nor necessary to consider each and every otherworldly entity, locale, event, and object referred to in the texts. Some deities and places have multiple designations or epithets, and it’s sometimes unclear when a new one is being introduced or a familiar one being described further. To avoid undue repetition, only the earlier version of a passage, theme, or motif will generally be considered.

The first chapter looks in some detail at near-death experiences, with particular reference to the comparison of NDEs across cultures and history. The second chapter gives a historical overview of the civilizations to be considered, explains why they were chosen, and shows how, for the eras under discussion, they had little or no cultural contact with each other.

The following five chapters summarize conceptions of afterlife experiences in each respective civilization, highlighting similarities with NDEs. These chapters are mostly descriptive, with discussion and analysis limited to illuminating the meanings of the texts and understanding continuity and change over time.

Through detailed comparisons, chapter 8 shows how the afterlife beliefs in all these civilizations correspond in many ways to NDEs, but that each civilization interpreted and elaborated upon the phenomenon in culturally distinct ways. The relationship between NDEs and afterlife beliefs is examined in depth in chapter 9, where I show the symbiotic nature of the interactions between culture, belief, and extraordinary experience. Finally, to form a fuller understanding of how afterlife beliefs are generated and how they develop over time, various ideas from anthropology, psychology, and philosophy are assessed. Elements of each are integrated into a comprehensive whole, accounting for the similarities and differences—both across cultures and between accounts of NDEs and afterlife beliefs. The metaphysical implications are also explored, including what an actual afterlife could possibly be like in light of all the cross-cultural similarities and differences.







Near-Death Experiences

Their Universal, Cultural, and Individual Features

What Is a Near-Death Experience?

According to research by the British neurophysiologist Peter Fenwick, NDEs occur in approximately “10% of people who come close to death, or who survive actual clinical death.”1 Tens of thousands of accounts have been collected by researchers in the nearly fifty years since the study of NDEs became formalized.2 Reports are found in both technologically advanced civilizations and in small-scale societies, from ancient to modern times, in all parts of the world, appearing variously in religious, literary, anthropological, scientific, and medical literature.

While even the most skeptical of researchers acknowledge that there are a number of typical subexperiences that make up the NDE, they do not always agree on what they are. Various attempts to define the experience by identifying the most consistently recurring elements have not proven wholly successful. The American psychologist Kenneth Ring, for example, defined the core experience as feelings of peace and well-being, out-of-body experience (OBE), entering darkness, seeing bright light, and entering the light—excluding highly recurrent elements such as meeting other deceased individuals and reaching a border or limit.3 Others have reduced the supposedly universal core to but two elements, though these differ depending on the researcher: the British philosopher of religion Mark Fox suggested simply darkness and light; the American sociologist James McClenon isolated “seeing other beings and other realms”; while the Australian sociologist Allan Kellehear highlighted journeying to other worlds (usually an idealized mirror image of Earth) and meeting fellow spirits.4 Kellehear also pointed out, however, that the OBE may be taken for granted in almost all descriptions, for NDE’ers do not claim that their experiences occurred in the physical body.

Other commonly reported features are “the subjective sense of being dead,” “beautiful colors,” hearing others discuss one’s own death, a loud noise, feelings of joy, a sense of profound wisdom or universal understanding, heightened senses and clarity, the impression of having an ethereal body, acceleration of time and thought, precognition and clairvoyance, telepathic communication with other spiritual beings, a sense of belonging or that one has returned “home,” a life review accompanied by a sense of moral evaluation or self-judgment, being instructed or deciding to return, returning (often reluctantly), and positive effects on the life of the NDE’er.5

Perhaps the most useful way of thinking about the experience is that of the American theologian Carol Zaleski, who characterized the NDE as “a catalogue of assorted motifs.”6 To redefine the “core” of the experience as a changeable collection of possible elements, drawn upon differently by different individuals to comprise the overall experience, prevents the imposition of structure and order where none may exist. It also allows for a purely descriptive consideration of the NDE, because we shouldn’t judge an account based on its content, or whether it measures up to some hypothetical (and mythical) prototype. Instead, we should judge by its context—that is, whether or not the individual was considered to be temporarily dead or near death and reported having undergone various spiritual episodes prior to revival. The nature of those experiences will always vary. In other words, our popular stereotypes about what NDEs are like are not always accurate.

The issue of whether the NDE constitutes evidence for survival after physical death is separate from the question of their impact on beliefs, though it is relevant to the metaphysical theories discussed in chapter 11. The most comprehensive attempt to explain the NDE in materialist terms has been by the British psychologist Susan Blackmore,7 who claims that it is the hallucinatory result of a combination of psychological and neurophysiological events and processes of the dying brain. Such perspectives have been criticized for a priori reductionism and for being dismissive of the aspects of NDEs that they cannot explain.8 There are numerous claims of evidential out-of-body experiences, in which NDE’ers report having seen and heard things while clinically dead—and from places or perspectives impossible from the vantage point of their bodies—that were later independently verified. There are reports of children encountering deceased relatives they had never met and of NDE’ers who discover the death of a friend or relative by meeting them during the NDE. There are even some claims of visions of the future that are later verified.9 While impressive, such claims are technically anecdotal and without empirical replication in laboratory settings—a criterion for widespread acceptance in the scientific community.

Metaphysical interpretations of the NDE—by which we mean ideas and concepts beyond observable physical reality—have been criticized for a perceived lack of scientific logic and for not being based on evidence gathered in rigorous, controlled testing. However, Fenwick stresses the significance of the fact that NDEs in cardiac arrest cases can occur when the pateint has a flat EEG reading, when there is “no possibility of the brain creating images” and “no brain-based memory functioning,” meaning that “it should be impossible to have clearly structured and lucid experiences.”10 These arguments have apparently been bolstered by the research of the British resuscitation expert Sam Parnia. He seems to have shown that consciousness can persist when no brain activity is detectable, actually during the period of clinical death prior to revival. One of his cardiac patients accurately described his own resuscitation, which he claimed to have witnessed while out of body, including the sound of a defibrillator machine. This allowed researchers to pinpoint the time of the event as having occurred during his temporary “death.”11 In a study conducted in a Welsh hospital, intensive care nurse Penny Sartori found that only patients who had OBEs could accurately describe the process of their resuscitation.12

Whatever the case, in this book we seek neutral ground, adopting the position that whatever their nature, NDEs are part of human experience. This is attested by the fact that accounts of them are found around the world and throughout history. NDEs are not determined by culture, religion, sex, age, or other demographic factors. Though individuals may be influenced by “imagery and metaphor” in popular and religious culture, it has been found that prior knowledge of the NDE actually decreases the likelihood of having one. Nor is there any significant difference between Western NDEs reported before and after 1975, when the phenomenon was popularized and the term coined by the American psychiatrist Raymond Moody.13 Near-death experiences in children are largely consistent with those of adults, further demonstrating that it is not mainly a matter of cultural conditioning (though, of course, children are not free of cultural influences—even cartoons can feature afterlife and OBE imagery). NDEs also occur in congenitally blind individuals who nevertheless report visual perception during the experience.14

Near-Death Experiences across Cultures

The issue of universality is controversial in near-death studies, with some researchers emphasizing cross-cultural difference at the expense of similarity. For example, in his assessment of perhaps the earliest Western NDE account that explicitly claims to be factual (that of Cleonymous of Athens in around 310 BCE), the Dutch historian Jan Bremmer writes that the only similarity between the account and modern NDEs is a “feeling of drifting away.”15 This is despite clear references to typical NDE elements such as OBE, meeting deceased relatives, moral evaluation assisted by mystical or divine beings, and clairvoyance.

Likewise, in their study of Chinese NDEs, the physicians Feng Zhi-ying and Liu Jian-xun interpreted some common NDE elements as being inconsistent with the (hypothetical) Western model because the descriptions were influenced by cultural and individual idiosyncrasies. For example, sensations of weightlessness and “feeling estranged from the body” must surely be equated with the OBE. “Unusually vivid thoughts,” a feeling that thought has accelerated, a sense of peace and euphoria, and a life review are all standard NDE elements that were reported by their subjects.16

Similarly, the American Buddhist and neuroscientist Todd Murphy writes that there is no being of light in Thai NDEs—despite reports of the Buddha appearing as a star and of encounters with “spiritual lights.” He also states that Thai NDE’ers do not report feelings of bliss, ecstasy, peace, and the like, but rather “pleasantness, comfort, a sense of beauty and happiness.” Rather than seeing these as analogous emotional states, he sees discontinuity. Even encounters with deceased friends and relatives are classed as dissimilarities because they don’t specifically greet the NDE’ers, but rather instruct them. Murphy’s conclusion that “accounts of Western NDEs would seem to be useless in helping Thais know what to expect at their deaths” is not supported by the Thai references to OBE, traveling in spiritual form to another realm, life review with moral evaluation, encounters with divine and mystical presences, positive emotions, transcendent feelings and an impression of knowing “all the truths of the universe,” visions of the future, deceased relatives, and being instructed to return.17

Perhaps most influentially, Zaleski highlighted differences between medieval European accounts of “otherworld journeys” and modern Western NDEs. In descriptions of moral evaluation, the medieval accounts focus more on punishment and the process of judgment, whereas the modern are more concerned with education and rehabilitation. Borders and limits are threatening and perilous in medieval accounts but not in their modern counterparts. Medieval guides are figures of “hierarchical and feudal authority,” while the modern equivalents are characterized by “benevolent parental acceptance.”18 However, differences in the way such general thematic elements are experienced, interpreted, or expressed do not invalidate the importance of the similarities. The mechanism of judgment, the nature of the barriers, and the role or character of the guides are clearly shaped by social and cultural contexts; but their common underlying structures remain moral evaluation, borders and limits, and guides. The fact that these elements occur cross-culturally at all, even within these wide variations, is in itself significant—particularly when we consider that the medieval texts also feature OBEs, seeing the body, having an ethereal body, distortions of time, a tunnel or path, other realms, deceased relatives, beings of light, life review, expanded consciousness, “glimpses of heavenly bliss,” being sent back to the body, reluctance to return, and subsequent spiritual or moral transformation.

Thus, despite a general thematic consistency, there are clearly cultural differences between NDE accounts. These differences do not negate similarities, nor do similarities negate differences. Both require acknowledgment and explanation.

One interesting recurring difference between cultures is the reason for the return to the body. In the NDEs of some societies, experiencers are usually informed by a deity, being of light, or deceased relative that it is not their time to die, or that they have further responsibilities on Earth. Examples of this type of return are found in contemporary Western accounts, ancient and medieval China, and Native North America. In other societies, the individual chooses whether or not to return. This was common in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Mormon NDEs, as well as in recent Western examples.19 In still other accounts, NDE’ers return because of a clerical error in the otherworld: the person’s “death” was a case of mistaken identity. The spirits accidentally took them in place of someone else with the same name, and they are sent back to the body when this is discovered. Such examples are known from ancient Greece and Rome, early Christianity, and modern Thailand.20 Nor are such differences necessarily cultural, for all types of reasons feature in some societies, including medieval Europe and modern India.21 Murphy argued that the reason Thai NDE’ers are not given the choice of whether or not to return is that Thai culture is not as individualistic as Western culture.22 However, this falsely overgeneralizes the Western NDE, which commonly features a forced, reluctant return. There are also unique or idiosyncratic reasons that don’t conform to any generalizations.

The worldwide distribution of these various reasons for return makes diffusion unlikely—for example, that modern Thailand borrowed from medieval Europe, or that the contemporary West borrowed from medieval China. The explanation more likely lies in culturally specific manifestations of a general “return” element. In other words, the rationale for the NDE’er’s return to the body depends on individual circumstances, though being instructed to return—for whatever reason and by whatever being—is widely recurrent (and the return itself is obviously universal).

This is not to rule out the possibility that one account might influence another. Medieval European otherworld-journey narratives are greatly influenced by earlier Christian visionary literature, such as the vision of St. Paul. Their length, intricate detail, and obvious embellishments remind us that they were part of a literary genre as opposed to a historical one.23 Likewise, nineteenth- and twentieth-century Mormon NDEs are characterized by motifs that reflect and reinforce Mormon beliefs, including guardian angels, an afterlife government, and a socially stratified, highly organized spirit world with buildings, gardens, and Sunday school.24 Ancient and medieval Chinese NDE accounts have clear Daoist and Buddhist elements, as well as familiar elements of the NDE: OBE, ascending to other realms, deceased relatives, spiritual beings, judgment, being sent back, and positive aftereffects.25

All this shows that NDE accounts are written from within a deep cultural immersion and that accounts from connected communities can influence each other. At the same time, the existence of common NDE features (OBE and seeing the body, darkness, being of light, life review, universal understanding, deceased relatives, positive aftereffects) shows that the NDE is a panhuman experience. Furthermore, McClenon points out that some of the earlier medieval European accounts often “do not conform to the image of the afterworld that was commonly accepted” at the time—particularly in their descriptions of intermediate states which were written before the idea of purgatory had been introduced.26 Another example is an early-twentieth-century Zuni NDE featuring encounters with deceased relatives and bright light—motifs that are inconsistent with Zuni afterlife conceptions.27 This shows that as well as conforming to certain cultural and religious beliefs, NDEs also innovate away from them by introducing new concepts. Likewise, certain themes or ideas that we might expect to find in the NDEs of religious people are not reported at all. For example, neither Hindus nor Western Christians commonly describe salvation, redemption, or reincarnation.28 NDEs are thus, in part, independent of their cultural context.

Differences can also be due to the contexts of the narratives—whether they were written for some religious, political, or other purpose. In the medieval European accounts, for example, “harsh judgment scenes, purgatorial torments, and infernal terrors” were common.29 This is because the texts they’re found in were written for religious and moral proselytizing. The same association can also be found in Chinese examples, in which hellish scenes tend to be prominent in NDEs that are found in religious teachings.30 In fact, most of the historical NDE accounts were written in times and places that lacked secular contexts for the objective reporting or study of extraordinary phenomena. There was no anthropology or sociology of religion, let alone scientific approaches to religious experience. Nevertheless, the accounts do present the experiences as factual and relating to specific individuals. In other words, they were intended to be accepted as documentary proof of the afterlife.

While negative NDEs are known to occur, they are quite rare and not cross-culturally consistent.31 The European medieval texts focus more on punishment than their Classical Greek and Roman forebears do, for example, not because more people were having distressing NDEs but simply because they reflect the focus of Christianity at the time. This can also be applied to the relative rarity of contemporary distressing Western NDEs: the focus of Christianity is no longer as deeply concerned with the threat of hell and eternal punishment.

The life review is another example of a widespread thematic element of NDEs that is expressed in culturally particular ways—what we might call difference embedded in similarity. The typical Hindu version of the life review does not feature a panoramic and empathetic experience of all one’s memories and actions as in the stereotypical modern Western version. Instead, NDE’rs are read a document outlining their good and bad deeds—just as is done by the god Chitragupta in Hindu mythology.32 This, incidentally, has serious ramifications for scientific materialist arguments that the elements of NDEs can be explained by the various “special effects” produced by a compromised or dying brain. For example, the British philosopher H. H. Price suggested that a brain function that normally restricts the flow of memory ceases at death, causing memories to flood the consciousness, resulting in a life review.33 More recently, it has been discovered that there is a burst of brain activity at the moment of death, and scientists have interpreted this as the cause of life reviews.34 However, a dearth of accounts of such experiences in India—and in small-scale societies35—demonstrates that the panoramic life review as such is not universal and therefore is not produced by biological processes in a dying brain. Indeed, the most common types of NDEs in which the “typical” life review occurs are those of nearly drowning or falling from a height, in which the individuals only believed they were near death.

Some differences between NDEs are also specific to individuals. In many Thai NDEs, messengers of the afterlife deity Yama, called Yamadutas, take the deceased to be judged in hell. These beings are described in highly individualistic ways, however: as two young men wearing white robes, as three men in turbans, or as one man three times larger than an ordinary human.36 The famous Swiss psychiatrist and founder of analytical psychology Carl Jung had a highly individualistic NDE in 1944. He recalled floating in space a thousand miles above Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and encountering a Hindu man dressed in white, sitting in the yoga lotus position at the entrance of a temple hollowed out of a meteor. Though obviously reflective of a mind immersed in the study of myths, symbols, and dreams, Jung’s experience also featured the more common thematic NDE elements of OBE, other realms, being of light, border, feelings of being home in the otherworld, cosmic understanding and unity, life review, and a forced, reluctant return.37

Still other differences seem to be due to the idiosyncrasies of particular researchers. For example, only the French author Jean-Baptiste Delacour described accounts in which NDE’ers experienced receding landscapes and people in the otherworld. The German philosopher Johann Christoph Hampe is the only researcher to have reported NDE’ers returning to the body by going back the way they had come, effectively having a reverse NDE. It seems a good possibility that Delacour’s and Hampe’s descriptions can be seen as specifically French and German cultural elements, respectively.

E. B. Tylor, the nineteenth-century British anthropologist, reported NDEs in which experiencers cannot eat food in the spirit realm or they will be unable to return to Earth.38 There are many examples from the Maori, Dakota Sioux, and other small-scale societies worldwide—and the same idea also appears in ancient Greek myth (such as the Homeric Hymn to Demeter). The puzzle of these kinds of extremely specific similarities between only certain societies will be returned to in chapter 8.

Navigating the Similarities and Differences

How have other scholars dealt with the issues of similarity, difference, and universalism in NDEs? Though some have taken more nuanced approaches than others, most have succumbed to the pitfalls of overgeneralizations and simplifications. Bremmer, for example, argued that a lack of accounts of meeting deceased relatives in medieval Western NDEs is a reflection of the “rather cold” personal relationships people had with each other in that era. Evidence for the “coldness” of medieval personal relationships is not provided, though, and deceased relatives actually are a highly recurrent feature of the medieval texts. Bremmer also wrote that modern NDE’ers do not experience guides because the afterlife realm is no longer conceived of as being far away.39 But the afterlife realm is virtually never characterized as being physically near (indeed, the notion of physical location is irrelevant) or easily accessible, and guides do feature regularly in modern Western reports, often in the form of relatives or a being of light.

Nevertheless, some NDE elements do seem to correspond to social organization. Only in small-scale societies, for example, is the afterlife realm sometimes located in an earthly locale. The means of getting there also differs, for rather than traveling through a tunnel or speeding though darkness, in small-scale societies the NDE’er typically walks along a road to the spirit realm. This is the case with Kaliai Melanesian NDEs, for example, which also feature culture-specific elements such as ascending a ladder toward a house above and various earthly type places (houses, villages, forests). These descriptions occur alongside typical NDE elements of OBE, darkness, light, deceased relatives, instruction to return and a reluctance to do so, barrier or limit, moral assessment, and other realms.40 Travel by road is also typical of NDEs of the Chamorro people of Guam and of Native Americans. These also feature other realms, judgment or other assessment of earthly life, guides, barriers, darkness, idealized mirror images of Earth, joy, an encounter with a deity, being instructed to return, and positive aftereffects.41

The reason for the absence of tunnels in many non-Western NDEs has been addressed by Kellehear. He suggests that tunnels are associated with industrialization and would thus not feature in the NDEs of people in preindustrial societies. The key issue, he argues, is not why tunnels are more commonly reported in the West, but rather why Westerners often interpret darkness as a tunnel. The tunnel is simply a symbol of transition—something that leads from one place to another just as a road does.42 While a compelling argument, architectural tunnels exist in Eastern societies and have the same function—including India, for example, where NDE tunnels are not reported. India also has vehicles which people can drive through tunnels at high speeds. The sensation of speeding through a dark tunnel with a light at the end in order to get from one place to another is thus not limited to the West. Kelleahear also adds that “Western people have grown accustomed to seeing strange new worlds through the dimness of tunnels,” including telescopes and microscopes, though these are by no means limited to the West, either. Furthermore, all manner of subterranean structures and passages were built in the ancient world (tombs, temples, divinatory installations, water works, granaries, etc.), though the tunnel motif is variable in ancient NDEs. Kellehear is surely correct, however, that the key factor is not the tunnel at all, but the experience of entering darkness and transition from one realm to another. Even in some contemporary Western NDE accounts, the use of the word “tunnel” is due to limitations of language when trying to describe an ineffable experience, for “shape reflects architecture rather than experience, but it is experience that is being described.” In fact, ineffability is often cited as a key element of the NDE. Finally, the modern NDE stereotype of traveling through a tunnel has been overemphasized even in the West, and in many reports, the individuals actually speak only of moving through darkness.43

A similar but less convincing argument was made by Bremmer, who suggests that the absence of life reviews in ancient and medieval texts was because trains and moving pictures were only invented in the nineteenth century, enabling “people to see a fast succession of scenes.”44 However, this ignores the fact that individuals have been traveling at respectable speeds by horse and boat since prehistory and by chariot and wagon since early antiquity. Furthermore, life reviews are not typically successional, but are often described as all the events of one’s life (and associated emotions) occurring simultaneously. Finally, there are indeed reports of unambiguous pre-nineteenth-century life reviews, such as that of British Admiral Francis Beaufort in 1795.45

Of greater merit is Kellehear’s rather ingenious explanation for the cross-cultural similarities and differences of life reviews. The “sense of self,” he argues, “is a social construction of identity” that only came into being with “historic religions” (as opposed to the “archaic” religions of the present book). This newfound sense of personal individuality created a division between the human and the divine—thereby giving rise to the notion of separate divine and human realms. Almost by definition, these divisions resulted in a view of the self as flawed and a desire to become more divine-like. Small-scale societies, on the other hand, have less distinction between the self and that which is external to the self, and therefore less distinction between the mundane and the divine, and between myth and reality. “Anxiety, guilt, and responsibility” are of the world, not merely of the individual, and “individuals are no more responsible than the world.” Moral behavior is encouraged by laws and fear of consequences within the social group, not by ideas of heaven and hell. For example, when told by missionaries that they were sinful and in need of redemption, the Arunda aboriginal people became indignant and declared that they were collectively all good. Without a sense of individual moral responsibility or guilt, the “life review” concept is culturally irrelevant. In contrast, historic religions stress “the cultivation and development of the moral self vis-à-vis the divine world and its demands.” The afterlife experiences of people belonging to such traditions are therefore directly linked with conscience—which, again, is itself a result of the self/divine schism that is linked with identity.46

Nevertheless, there are examples of judgment or other moral evaluation in NDEs in small-scale societies, including Native American and Pacific
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