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Bright lights shinning into my bedroom, I was awakened by the bright 10 o’clock sun light. My aunt stood there in her white and flamboyant dress. I woke up reluctantly when I sense my aunt’s presence as I assumed that she is going to give me my routine morning prep talk about waking up late or not switching off the lights before going to bed. Indeed, she scolded me about the lights. I quickly acknowledged her request and escorted her out of my room as I went back to bed again. Then, at 10a.m., I was awakened again feeling a little bit astonished. In my thoughts I presumed it was impossible as I had woke up at 10am before and now it is ten again? I went down to grab my breakfast with my parents feeling a bit cranky having a major hangover from last night. And as we were having breakfast, my mother reminded me that today is the seventh day that my aunt had passed away. I was shocked and puzzled for a while, and at the moment I realized that I had encountered an extraordinary experience. 


What is this extraordinary experience that I had encountered upon? After researching in this topic, I have realized that this occurrence is termed as Near Death Experience (NDE). Many reports have been made about people sharing the same experience as what I had went through. But what kind of explanation or theories there is to justify this phenomenon? Throughout my research I managed to gather some theories which best explain what I had gone through. But these explanations still remain skeptical, so is NDE an illusion or reality?

Definition of Near Death Experience

According to Bartholomew (2003), there was one incident reported by an old lady who underwent a heart surgery. During her surgery, she was under anesthetic and the operation lasted for eight hours. Upon her recovery, she explained what actually happened when she was unconscious. She told the doctors that she felt herself “pop” out of the body. She explained that she saw the doctor holding something that resembled an electric toothbrush and a female voice complaining that the patient’s blood vessels were tool small. The doctors, after hearing the run through of the whole surgery procedure, were dazed. The incident which the old lady reported is known as one of the familiarities when a person underwent NDE and it is term as out-of-body experience.


Another incident was reported by an interview I had with my uncle who actually had an NDE experience. During his life time, he had a stroke and the doctors had to restart his heart with defibrillators. He was clinically dead for 15mintues during his life. After he recovered, he explained to the family and doctors what he experienced when he was unconscious. He stated that he traveled down a tunnel of light. At its end, he saw all his deceased loved ones and time seemed to stop. Then a man led him back to his body and instructed him to return. He described that he felt like plunging into a pool of ice water. This story resembled to the common tales of travels down tunnels and encounters with angles or deceased loved ones when a person is having NDE.


Throughout these stories, I found many similarities with Rommer (2002), an internist who interviewed 600 people who reported having near death experiences and has written a book on the topic. Therefore, I managed to summarize the two of the most common tales explaining when a person underwent NDE. One of it is out-of-body experience and the other one is traveling down tunnels—encountering with angles or deceased loved ones. In accordance, there are theories expressed by doctors and scientist to explain this phenomenon.

Theories regarding NDE

Near Death Experience (NDE) cannot be studied effectively in the laboratory and there is no controvertible proof for the reality of the NDE is available. Reportedly, people have NDEs while brain dead. People blind since birth have had NDEs and have reportedly returned to describe the actions of doctors, nurses and rescuers in accurate visual detail. Other near death experiencers have accurately reported the conversations of loved ones, even conversations occurring miles away from their body. Therefore, the reality of NDE is best explained by the hyper dimensional theories, medical theories and the psychological theories.

Hyperdimensional Theories

Brumblay (2003) analyzed that recent theory of physics states that there exists more dimension in the universe for a person to perceive. According to the author, in the present world today, we are only able to see things which are three-dimensional. But there are still other dimensions which we are still unable to perceive. This dimension is regarded as the “hyperdimension”. The author claimed that the existence of “hyperdimension” is best used to describe most of the unusual perspectives found in near death experiencers. One of the author’s explanations is that when a person is experiencing out-of-body experience, the person is actually transiting from a lower dimension to a higher dimension. During the transition, the person will leap into a higher dimension and at that state his body is known as the ‘astral body’ (Brumblay, 2003). The astral body can then perceive the physical body from a higher dimension. But what sparks this transition still remains a mystery by the author. In short, this theory proves many claims of NDErs stating that they float out of the body and manage to see themselves during near death. 

Brumblay have given an interesting theory regarding the Hyperdimension but there is still no solid evidence which proves the existence of this dimension.

Medical explanation regarding NDE

One of the medical explanations regarding NDE was that the brain of the NDEer was suffering a lack of oxygen - hypoxic or anoxia. In this model the brain begins to shut down along specified evolutionary paths. Dr. Susan Blackmore of the Brain and Perception Laboratory in England studied the stages of the NDE and has analyzed them according to the progressive dysfunction of the brain under stress (Blackmore, 2003). The lobe that controls the sense of time would be one of the first to dysfunction. 

Blackmore believes the tunnel experience may be the result of the events occurring in the stressed visual cortex. She suggests that the visual cortex is unable to organize itself because of increasing lack of sensory information. This disrupts the normal sequence of nerve conduction resulting in broad bands of irregular stripes of activity. The stripes are interpreted as concentric rings, tunnels or spirals. The mind, in the absence of verifiable information constructs a sequence of images resulting in the perception of a tunnel. She explains the perception of light in much the same way. The visual cortex may begin to fire randomly causing sensations of bright, diffused light, with occasional multiple firings that would produce an image of an organized light focus - or light being. Likewise the area that controls hearing may also begin to suffer and react similarly. Thus the person in the life threatening situation would experience going through a tunnel, a perception of bright light, and hear unusual sounds.




Psychological point of view

In the psychological point of view, Lommel (2001) and his fellow researchers had interviewed 343 patients who had suffered cardiac arrest and survived. “18 percent have a story of a clear consciousness,” Lommel says. These patients also described everything from a general feeling of peace to full-fledged NDEs.

Lommel believes that these findings suggest that consciousness could exist in the absence of a functioning brain. “You can compare the brain to a TV set.” says Lommel. “The TV program, is not your TV set.” Therefore where is consciousness? Is it in every cell of the body? According to Lommel that each day 50 billion cells die and this intensive cell turnover means that every day you are a new person. And yet, Lommel says that we still don’t perceive ourselves as being any different from what we always were.

To Lommel, it follows that “there must be a kind of communication between our entire body cell.” In other words, our entire body cells—not just brain cells but trillions of others in muscle, skeleton, gut, skin and blood—“intercommunicate” to one another in a kind of network that keeps our experience of consciousness going seamlessly even as billions of cells die and billions of others are produced. If that’s so, then those cells still alive when someone is declared brain-dead may perceive events that are otherwise inexplicable.

In addition, according to Noyes, R. (1983), a psychiatrist in the 70's and a vocal critic advanced the depersonalization model of psychology. Noyes suggested that the anxiety of death was so overwhelming in humans that our unconscious tries to escape from the fact by depersonalizing the experience. In other words, we separate our selves, psychically, from the stimulation as a natural adaptive response to stress. This theory explains that NDErs are actually hallucinating when they have out-of-body experience. 

Reality or illusion


During the older days, doctors would dismiss reports about Near Death Experience. The conventional medical explanation was hallucination, brought by the changes in the dying brain. Yet there was a problem with this interpretation. Hallucination could only occur if the brain is maintained in some function. Once flat lined, the brain would be roughly analogous to a computer with its power source unplugged and its motherboard detached. The brain could not hallucinate and couldn’t do anything. Moreover, there are incident whereby a person is still conscious when an NDE is reported.


According to Blackmore, the occurrences of NDE were suggested as a hallucination or function of the human brain when it is lack of oxygen. Moreover, Noyes, R. recommended that stress and mental illness create illusion to NDErs.

But Sabom (1994) has given sound rebuttals to these skeptical theories and point out that the NDE can occur in situations where there is no deficit of oxygen. There were reported NDE cases when a person is still conscious. In addition, most NDE chroniclers have been carefully screened. Those people who have any prior history of mental illness were eliminated in order to validate the study of NDE. Sabom cites some of his research with a control group of medically experienced personnel who were asked to verbally duplicate resuscitations procedures and found that NDErs, who claim to have witnessed their own revival, were more accurate at describing the procedure than the control group.

The apparent paradox—NDEs occur when the brain is not functioning has puzzled the scientific theories about life, death and consciousness. Besides the untangled mystery, the theories revolving NDE has opened up fascinating horizons and a Pandora’s Box of its own. So, are we hallucinating or it is for real that a person still perceives information during his unconscious state. If it is true that we are able to observe things when we are unconscious, does it means that we have a soul? 


In conclusion, the thing which I purely experienced was termed as NDE. The theory which best describes my experience would be in the reality aspect, which states that I am hallucinating. What if my experience was thought to be impractical that I am not having an illusion and the image I saw was the soul or spirit of my aunt. Then again, NDE would have move science to make room for the possibility of a soul and the whole science would need to be rewritten. Reality or illusion I believe that one day the advancement of science would give concrete evidence supporting the occurrence of the Near Death Experience (NDE).
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