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Introduction and Background

NDEs and the Empirical Case for Substance Dualism

Near-­death experiences (NDEs) are profoundly moving events that 
are so-­called because people typically experience them in moments of 
emotional or physical crisis. Near-­death experiencers (NDErs) typi-­
cally report an out-­of-­body experience (OBE), a transition to another 

limit, and a decision to return to the body (Moody, 1975; Zingrone & 
Alvarado, 2009).

NDEs are not rare phenomena; survey studies indicate that the 

-­
ers have collected tens of thousands of cases. Three important case 

-­

-­
ginia; and one in the Near-­Death Research Foundation. These ar-­
chives hold approximately 4,000 case reports. By 2005, more than 65 
research studies involving nearly 3,500 NDErs had been published 

Mainstream neuropsychiatry appears to be stumped in terms of ex-­

113–134), opening up the possibility that important discoveries may 
result from deeper investigation of NDEs. Of particular importance 

-­
periences under conditions of cardiac arrest. Researchers have found 

-­

van Wees, Meyers, & Elfferich, 2001).
According to mainstream medical and philosophical paradigms, 

such experiences cannot happen. Cardiac arrest is a physiologically 

-­
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death are the same; the difference is merely that patients in a state 

nature of mind and consciousness, as many researchers have pointed 

NDEs in conditions of general anesthesia or cardiac arrest is profound 
-­

p. 234) 

argument lightly.
First, there is a substantial body of cardiac arrest NDE cases. By 

2007, more than a hundred had been reported in the scholarly litera-­

since (Holden, 2009; Rivas & Dirven, 2009; Van Lommel, 2010).
Second, the credibility of these reports are strongly reinforced by 

that 90% of NDE reports of perceptual experiences under physically 
challenging conditions such as cardiac arrest, prolonged respiratory 
arrest, or sensory isolation contained no errors; around 35% of these 

-­
ferent research method, a prospective hospital study, Penny Sartori 

Third, some cardiac arrest NDE reports include very unusual  
incidents that occurred during the crisis. These incidents that  

-­
tions further strengthen the credibility of NDEs and also reinforce 
the claim that these reports represent contemporaneous experiences 
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19–20; Morse & Perry, 1993, p. 201; Ring & Cooper, 1999, pp.  

Fourth, several cases include veridical reports of incidents that 
occurred beyond the range of the ordinary bodily senses. This fac-­

-­

1 , 19 , 1 ; Sharp, 1995 ).

that these experiences might arguably involve precognitive or retro-­

NDEs for understanding the nature of consciousness and the mind-­

-­
ries do not present a credible challenge, because (a) there are cases 

-­

hypothesis that Titus Rivas (2003, 2010) and Michael Potts (2010) 
presented. 

Overall, there seem to be good grounds for accepting that some 
people really do have mental experiences during cardiac arrest and, 

body then necessarily of something else. So this conviction amounts 

is, that some kind of mind-­body substance dualism is true. This con-­
viction is reinforced by further evidence that suggests that individ-­
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further to defend that point as such. Rather, my purpose is to argue 

and its relation to the body by studying the NDE evidence and that a 
systems-­theoretical perspective is necessary and helpful in exposing 

The importance of developing this additional empirical depth in an 
understanding of the mind is that it presents an opportunity to bring 
NDE evidence, and the light it casts on deep human questions, into 
the mainstream debate about the nature of consciousness and person-­
hood. Within the mainstream debate is a rising tide of opinion that 

explaining the nature of consciousness. Empirical evidence for sub-­
stance dualism can help to focus effort in the right direction, in that 
substance dualism is not presently among the leading options being 

Philosophical Context

-­

hold that insofar as there are real mental phenomena, they are com-­

-­
tion amongst philosophers about the mainstream position, and this 

-­
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There have been massive attempts in mainstream philosophy since 

believing any form of materialism about the mind. (Burge, 2010, p. 
236, n.5)  

-­
(e.g., 2006, pp. 290–299) and has 

exclusively physical in nature 
-­

Standard Non-­Reductive Physicalism, 
(2010, 

p. 27)
Physicalism 

and Its Discontents and is very evident in recent compilations such as 
Psycho-­Physical Dualism Today: An Interdisciplinary Approach (An-­An-­

 and The Waning of Materialism 
(Koons & Bealer, 2010). 

-­
stream philosophy, ranging from dual aspect monisms, proponents 

 

does so as an individual being or merges into some kind of univer-­

-­

grounds that the success of science has made supernaturalistic mod-­
els incredible. 

uncertainty, empirical evidence that can provide discriminating indi-­
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stems from an unfortunate ignorance of empirical data relevant to 

stems from the tacit, alas mistaken, conventions that the philosophi-­

that philosophical problems can be tackled one by one rather than 

can be successfully handled except in the light of precise empirically 

-­

NDE evidence indicate in favor of some kind of mind-­body substance 

information about the nature of this distinctly existing mind and its 
relationship to the body.

Methodology

A Systems-­Theoretical Approach

I am not merely present in my body as a sailor is present in his ship, 

his ship is broken. (René Descartes, 1641, in Descartes, Cottingham, 

-­

-­

grounds that if the mind and the body are distinct things, then a hu-­

The idea that the mind and body together form a unity that stands 

the theoretical tools for handling such an analysis have been avail-­
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-­

that the system concept has not yet reached mainstream metaphysics 
(p. 75).

are not. This phenomenon is called emergence. On the other hand, 
-­

This phenomenon is called submergence or masking. Of course, some 

called resultant

hand holding a hammer can do things that neither a hammer nor a 
hand can do by themselves. This phenomenon is called synergy. Syn-­

because the kinds of properties present have not changed. The part-­
-­

ble restrict the freedoms of the parts, so although there is no submer-­
gence in the case of the person and hammer, there is constraint: The 

anything else. 
If minds and bodies are distinct things integrated into a system, 

emergent or synergetic system properties that neither part has on its 

-­
tems context. These effects all need to be unraveled if the nature of 

of a human being that cannot be explained from physical principles 
and assign it to the nature of the mind. That sort of analysis could 
end up very far from the mark indeed, but I contend that this is ex-­

are not heeded. 
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cardiac arrest NDEs becomes crucially important. If the integra-­

more as things in themselves, and the holistic aspects of the system 
start to fade. In such a case, emergent and synergetic properties are 

become evident. This phenomenon is called re-­emergence. It is im-­

submergence need not result in a complete exchange of properties but 

of the constituent particles are obscured in proportion to the stability 

proportional loss is called the mass defect. 
Cardiac arrest NDEs provide a suitable context for doing such 

nearly completely suspended. This situation provides an opportunity 
to look for differences in properties compared to the integrated condi-­

creating further opportunities to study the system under different 
degrees of integration and, hence, under different degrees of property 
emergence/submergence. Cardiac arrest seems to be about as severe 
a disruption of system integration as one could hope to survive. In ad-­

the body or its control systems.

An Important Generalization

Within the database of NDE cases, cardiac arrest cases are relatively 
-­

dred cardiac arrest cases have been recorded, and not much over a 

-­
diac cases and NDEs triggered under different circumstances such 
as birth trauma, surgical emergency, accidents, and suicide attempts 

-­



 

that all NDEs are mediated by a common mechanism -­

same, even though they occur in different circumstances, then the 
chances are that all OBEs have an underlying common mechanism” 
(p. 37). 

-­
tive, the cardiac arrest NDE can be interpreted as entailing some de-­

by full or partial restoration of the system integration. My analysis 

the normal and the disrupted conditions to make inferences about 
the nature of the mind and the mind-­body system under different 

the phenomenological
only by the cardiac cases. This is a valuable extension, because it 
dramatically increases the phenomenological database available for 
theory-­building. 

Terminological Issues

Kinds of NDEs.

individual experiences that constitute particular NDEs. The differ-­
-­

ther exclusively or in various combinations or sequences. In rare case 

other-­realm experiences (OREs), and mystical unitive experiences, 
respectively.

perspective; this feature occurs in about 60% of NDEs. About 40% 

-­

spirit beings and/or deceased friends or relatives. Lastly, in about 
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55% of cases the NDEr experiences a mystical unitive experience in 

greater or cosmic consciousness accompanied by a sense of great un-­

-­
tive experiences, even though such experiences appear to be nearly 

In about 17% of cases NDErs have negative-­affect experiences. 
These NDEs are typically either counterfoils to the OREs, involving 
frightening or demonic beings and unpleasant (but structured) envi-­
ronments, or counterfoils to the unitive experiences, involving a sense 

to Bush (2009). 

The ‘mind’ as a substance.
is very inadequate for designating the counterpart of the body in 

human being. Terms such as soul, ego, personality, self, individual, 
and consciousness are really not much better because they are all 

-­

-­

given the general resistance to terminological reform, and also to 
-­

quotes), on the understanding that conventional meanings are to be 

Just so that this caveat does not render the use of these terms er-­

-­
pose are rather question-­begging (as I explain in the next section), 

thing that is 
the counterpart of the body in the human being considered dualisti-­
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-­
strued as talk of the soul in the sense that it is the ultimate bearer of 

-­
tionally, display intentionality, have feelings, and experience qualia. 

-­
human being matters such as perspectival point 

human soul
human being thinks is, in general, con-­

tingent not only on the relevant capacities of the soul but also on the 

of the soul may be dominated by the synchronic capacities and con-­

they are no less the properties of human beings for being rooted in the 

Psychonic properties. -­
man beings really have mental properties, selfhood, personhood, and 

these are, in fact, emergent properties of the soul-­body system. It is 
conceivable, for instance, that after destruction of the body, personal 

-­

is possible at the outset to say that, granted dualism, these properties 
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are not physical properties, in the sense that they are properties no 
psychonic properties both 

as the properties that souls have that distinguish them from physi-­
cal things and also as the emergent properties that distinguish soul-­
incorporating systems from purely physical ones. Things that have 
such non-­physical properties inherently are then psychonic things. 
This distinction differentiates psychonic things, such as souls, from 
physical things, such as bodies, but does not provide an adequately 
descriptive term for compound systems such as human beings. A 

into the nature of these compound systems. For the present, I ac-­
-­

Analysis

NDEs and Mind-­Body Integration

integration and, therefore, provide an opportunity for a systems-­

is pointed out that mind-­body integration necessarily involves an ex-­

body, and the body can execute the actions intended by the mind. 
-­

companied by a very rapid loss of all control over the body and all 

ends. NDErs notice this phenomenon primarily because they lose, 

things over in the rush to get emergency equipment set up. Then there 
no pain at all

slammed into my body again, and back with the pain
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the pain was gone -­

light. But I never reached the end of the tunnel. A gentle voice told 

and the pain was back. 
for surgery to stop the bleeding. (Morse & Perry, 1993, pp. 114–115, 
emphasis added)

The phenomenon of very sudden transition from a state of intense 
pain to complete painlessness at the onset of the OBE, and the imme-­

are due to exclusively bodily mechanisms. This point is reinforced by 

a prospective study of cardiac arrest NDE cases, 10% of NDErs re-­

an all-­or-­nothing affair but can be partial.
-­

tion of the mind-­body integration not only is total but also becomes 
irreversible. The conditions and/or dynamics that make it irrevers-­

modes can be triggered by a range of circumstances and the same is 
likely to be true here. Some evidence indicates that sometimes restor-­
ing the integration is under voluntary control; some NDEs survivors 

-­
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Having established that mind-­body integration is disrupted dur-­

of normal understandings about the properties of integrated human 
beings. 

Consciousness During Cardiac Arrest

clearer, faster, and more coherent than normal. An analysis of the 

usual speed”), 65% reported their logic to have been unimpaired (29% 

because consciousness and clear rational thinking can take place 

-­
membering, and having feelings really are properties of the mind as 
such and are neither side-­effects of bodily processes nor emergent 
capacities of the mind-­body system.

Selfhood During NDEs

As noted above, NDEs can take several different forms, the most com-­
mon ones being OBEs, OREs, and unitive experiences. The important 
points for present purposes are these.

-­

moral rights and responsibilities), and agency (designating the abil-­
ity to make decisions freely and act on them) remain intact (Mays 

agency are properties of the soul as such and are neither bodily prop-­
erties nor emergent properties of the soul-­body system. In unitive ex-­
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periences these properties can become submerged, but because they 
can persist both outside of unitive experiences and outside of soul-­
body integration, it is clear that they are really properties of the soul. 
The submergence of these properties in unitive experiences must, 

into a super-­ordinate psychonic system. 
Second, the soul has the ability (under the right circumstances) 

also suggests that such integration can involve other living people 
-­

experiences (Hollenback, 1996; James, 1902; Marshall, 2005). The 
connection made here is important because by implication (a) the 
analysis of NDEs may shed additional light on mystical experiences, 
and (b) mystical experiences may shed additional light on the nature 
of psychonic properties as illuminated by the analysis of NDEs. For 

non-­human organisms or even simple physical things, as in the fol-­
-­

cently discussed.
Poet and literary scholar Kathleen Raine had this unitive experi-­

at it, but was it; a distinct, inde-­
-­

or circulation of a vital current of liquid light of the utmost purity. 
(Raine, 1975, p. 119) 

-­
tening gold-­like speckles, suddenly an intense illumination engulfed 

-­
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-­

-­
sonhood, and agency. When this integrative capacity is enacted, the 
sense of self is altered and can become either subsumed in a greater 
self or enlarged state of consciousness, or can shift its perspective 
to see into, or via, other kinds of being. The selfhood property of the 
soul can thus become submerged in special systems contexts, or syn-­

 
of the Mind 

rational thinking during cardiac arrest are credible is that these re-­
ports provide accurate information about the situation in the envi-­
rons of the body (as discussed above). When an NDE takes the form 
of an OBE, the experiencer is able to perceive the physical environ-­
ment in a manner that is analogous to ordinary visual perception, 

cardiac cases indicate that this perception does not involve the bodily 

Kenneth Ring and Sharon Cooper (1999) that involve blind persons, 

and Cooper called this apparent perceptual ability mindsight. The in-­
ference that this ability is not bodily is further reinforced by the many 

do, for instance being able to see in all directions at the same time 
(Couliano, 1991, p. 150), seeing things from all angles at once (Ring & 
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Ring and Cooper (1999) distinguished mindsight from psychic abili-­
ties such as clairvoyance and telepathy on the grounds that it also 

-­

p. 236). 

include analogues for all the bodily sensory modalities, including 
hearing, feeling textures, smelling, sense of orientation, and sense 

In addition, people in the OBE state also commonly have the abil-­

-­

version of this capacity, for instance being able to detect if someone 
is staring at them (Sheldrake, 2005) or thinking about them (Shel-­

-­

-­
cal research and parapsychology under such terms as extrasensory 
perception (ESP), clairvoyance, and psi gamma (Broughton, 1991; 

-­

absent from the NDE literature. It is remarkable that many NDErs 

their NDEs, usually in order to signal that they are all right, but are 

of an NDEr informing a person in a normal state of consciousness, 
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On this evidence, the soul by itself has, in terms of interaction 

-­

-­

see e.g., Crichton, n.d.; Radin, n.d.). From a systems perspective, it 

normally is, is nevertheless an emergent capacity of the soul-­body 
-­

body system.
This interactive in-­

tegrative
body 

The Four-­Category Model

in complex systems can be called cybernetic faculties. Norbert Wie-­

-­
psychonetic faculties; by extension, 

somatonetic faculties. 
The psychonetic faculties appear to facilitate four distinct kinds of 

-­
nectedness of the individual to things in its environment. Mystical 
unitive experiences and soul-­body integration are examples. This 



 

-­
ness of other things in the environment is retained. Clairvoyance 

-­
lotropic interaction.”

unitive experiences are examples. This interaction can  

nesis, and soul-­body integration are examples. This in  

the second dichotomy, so that every interaction is either integrative 
(holotropic) or differentiating (allotropic) and is directed either to   

psychonic  (psychotropic) or  physical   
This dual dichotomy produces four possible interaction 

HOLO-  &
PSYCHO-
TROPIC

ALLO-  &
PSYCHO-
TROPIC

ALLO-  &
PHYSICO-
TROPIC

HOLO-  &
PHYSICO-
TROPIC

ALLOTROPIC
INTERACTION

HOLOTROPIC
INTERACTION

PSYCHOTROPIC
INTERACTION

PHYSICHOTROPIC
INTERACTION

C1 C2

C3C4
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unitive experiences
possession
hypnotism

telepathy
mental mediumship

crisis apparition

clairvoyance
macro-PK
levitation

eupraxia
micro-PK

psychic healing

ALLOTROPIC
INTERACTION

HOLOTROPIC
INTERACTION

PSYCHOTROPIC
INTERACTION

PHYSICHOTROPIC
INTERACTION

C1 C2

C3C4

-­

-­

-­
tions in categories (Cs) 1, 2, and 3 only, and apparently involves in-­

-­
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-­
netic faculties” as introduced in the present paper, encompasses more 

For ease of reference, I have provisionally labelled the category of 

ENANOESIS AXIONESIS

SYNCHRONESISPRAXIONESIS

ALLOTROPIC
INTERACTION

HOLOTROPIC
INTERACTION

PSYCHOTROPIC
INTERACTION

PHYSICHOTROPIC
INTERACTION

C1 C2

C3C4

Enanoesis ena
enono

in unitive experiences. Axionesis axios” 
-­

ulty to perceive affective or axiological properties of other beings, as 

of axionesis, see Rousseau, 2011). Synchonesis -­
parent relevance of this faculty in everyday life to synchronicity, in-­
tuition, and luckiness. Praxionesis
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Power Dependencies Between Psychonetic Faculties

-­

them, to sense that a remote loved one is in crisis, to engender use-­

-­

-­
-­

drastically (or totally) reduced, and the informational aspects of psy-­
-­

-­

familial 

attend to a thing, or will a thing, I am directing upon 

-­

much. (p. 173) 

-­

From a system-­theoretical perspective, this inverse relationship 
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-­

so both aspects of psychonesis depend ultimately on the ability to pro-­

processing capacity of the soul is limited, and this resource is allo-­
cated to different uses at different times based on needs, interests, 

-­

but in the present context it carries a special implication. No one is 
(or should be) surprised to learn that the brain/body has limited ca-­

-­
ever, the implication here is that the soul has limited capacities, too, 

-­
plication is interesting because having limited capacities and being 

natural systems. This 
phenomenon suggests that souls are natural rather than supernatu-­
ral and, hence, that they are not only accessible to study by the meth-­

-­

is, a naturalistic dualism of the sort involving structural dualism and 
property dualism.

the soul and the body is modulated. An analogy for the example given 

chemical atom. The exchange of one kind of property for another in 

the human being is a natural system in toto; that is, its parts (body 
-­

kind of thing. Examples are having a location in space, a shape, and 
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stipulated, it is then possible to look for evidence in support of such 
-­

occasion. For the present I can only report that that the idea of a 
natural soul appears to be a viable one. 

The Spectrum of Psychonetic Capacities

Based on the discussion up to this point, it is possible to develop a 

competencies has been observed in different individuals and under 
different contexts. My report on a detailed analysis along these lines 

-­

the individual might be capable of unitive states (C1), telepathy (C2), 
clairvoyance (C3), and/or micro-­PK (C4). In everyday life for average 

-­
merged, so that they might manifest merely as, for example, empathy 
(C1), emotional perceptiveness (C2), intuitiveness or luckiness (C3), 
and eupraxia (C4). Disabilities in these faculties might manifest as 
sociopathy (C1), autism (C2), unluckiness (C3), and dyspraxia (C4). 

human beings, such as emotional perceptiveness, can be understood 

Comparison with Filter Models

As noted above, something very like the inverse relationship discussed 

1954), and more recently Rick Strassman (2001). These theories sug-­

not produce it and that this process can be seen in inverse correla-­
tions of mind/brain activity as opposed to the direct proportionalities 
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-­
port for permissive theories (pp. 603–639). These theories argue for 
the logical plausibility of some kind of mind-­body substance dualism 
and, hence, the logical possibility that consciousness might survive 
the death of the body. 

The solution these theories offer to the mind-­body problem raises 
Why are things are like this? What is the purpose of em-­

bodiment? On conventional conceptions of psychic ability, the mind 
seems to have faculties analogous to the bodily ones, but the mental 

-­

does not suggest how
-­

typically function better than ever before.
The systems model developed in the present paper can be seen as 

a revision and extension of these ideas. First, an account is given 
of how

-­

valuable system component, and a price is paid for employing it ef-­

contra Bergson) embodiment 
extends limits the 

-­
tem covered in the present paper establishes this point, but obviously 
this development marks only the beginning of efforts to elucidate this 
important issue. 
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A Psychonetic Control System

From a systems theoretical perspective the inverse relationship iden-­
-­

such a control system, evidence from NDEs and other exceptional ex-­

lead. 
The inverse relationship suggests that people should be able to 

-­
tion or meditative states. Ample evidence indicates that things do 

-­

a person is alone and engaged in activities that are minimally de-­
manding in both mental and physical respects (Targ et al., 2000, pp. 

and physiological calm has become standard practice in certain kinds 

-­

First, an increase in mental alertness or sensory activity has an 
immediately suppressive effect in psychonetic ability. This principle 
suggests that mind-­body integration, and the effective operation of 

-­

as suggested in the previous section. This inference is supported by 

in immediate cessation of the OBE and the immediate return of full 

Second, psychonetic enhancement effects due to calming are, for 

enhancements in psychic ability are obtained even under very sig-­
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average persons. In control systems terms, this evidence suggests the 
presence of some kind of safety interlock that prevents the quality of 

-­
tures are common in complex systems; for instance, the idling speed 
of a car is maintained to ensure readiness for quick action, and the 

premonitions of danger or crisis apparitions, suggests that this block 
is indeed an interlock and not a deadlock. The implication is that in 

-­

-­
bility is that after a severe disruption, the reintegration might be 

terms, incomplete reintegration means that some system functions 
-­
-­

accompanied by the emergence of functional psychic abilities, per-­

actual -­

-­

emergent property of the soul body system, the implication is that 

PK abilities. Evidence in the professional literature indicates that 
NDE aftereffects include both enhanced functional psychic abilities 
of the informational type (e.g., telepathic or precognitive impressions) 
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and dysfunctional PK abilities (e.g., disrupting nearby electronic 
-­

risks are real. 
All this material needs treatment in much more depth, but even 

this sketchy analysis suggests interesting implications. The idea that 

avenue for investigating so-­called conversion disorders. These condi-­
tions represent a substantial mystery to orthodox medical practice, 

-­

from a systems perspective, it may be possible to develop better di-­
agnostic tools (e.g., by looking into emerging psychic abilities) and 
better therapeutic approaches (e.g., via practices that strengthen, or 

-­
ity suggests that it may also be possible to help NDErs mitigate or 

Summary of Findings

-­
dence for mind-­body substance dualism and argued that a systems-­
theoretical analysis of the evidence is required to obtain valid in-­

I argued that consciousness, mental properties, selfhood, and agency 
are properties of the soul, and none of them are properties of the body 

-­
tional types of psychic ability such as clairvoyance and telepathy ap-­

curtailed in the context of the soul-­body system. On the other hand, 
psychokinetic faculties appear to be an emergent capacity of the soul-­

-­



 

different subsets of the psychonetic channels. I argued that in terms 
of this model, ordinary faculties such as emotional perceptiveness can 

such as telepathy.

body integration and the other psychonetic faculties and argued from 

Finally, I argued that investigation of the control system impli-­

medical diagnosis, and therapeutic treatments. This thread of argu-­
ment demonstrates the promise of studying NDEs from a systems 
perspective. 
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