
Letters to the Editor

Skepticism and Evidence of the Paranormal

To the Editor:

Reductionistic essays such as "Death of a Gedanken Creature" by
Stephen Thaler (Spring 1995) and "A Neurobiological Model for Near-
Death Experiences" by Juan Saavedra-Aguilar and Juan G6mez-
Jeria (Summer 1989) are helpful in giving insights into the possible
neurological correlates of the events of a near-death experience
(NDE), and for such insights we can be grateful.

I confess, however, that my gratitude is somewhat limited by my
irritation that articles of this kind fail to deal with the evidence for
paranormal knowledge on the part of experiencers. A decade and a
half ago, Michael Sabom (1981, 1982) presented findings showing
that returned NDErs had seen details of their resuscitations, such
as the movement of needles on a defibrillator, the color of an oxygen
mask, and even a small blood clot under a surgeon's fingernail, which
are most unlikely to have been gleaned from verbal cues and used
to build a hypothesis of being out of the body.

Even more dramatic evidence for paranormal knowledge comes
from testimony of veridical perceptions of things and events outside
the immediate scene of the near-death crisis. The story of Kimberly
Clark Sharp's discovery of an unlikely tennis shoe on an unlikely
ledge outside a third-floor hospital room, following the instructions
of an NDEr named Maria, has been told often enough (for example,
Clark, 1984; Sharp, 1995) that anyone with even a cursory familiar-
ity with the literature must have read it. I submit that every reduc-
tionistic writer who wants to be considered as making a responsible
contribution to the field must try on Maria's tennis shoe.

There are several areas to be dealt with in trying on the shoe,
whether one is seeking the truth, whatever it may be, or mostly con-
cerned with proving that the shoe doesn't fit. One approach is to
inquire into the sort of witness Sharp was. In her recent book (Sharp,
1995), she described having been helped by angels and harassed by
demons, which for some inquirers is evidence enough that she is un-
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stable and unreliable in everyday life. Well, maybe. But this sort of
supernormal socializing is common among NDErs and mystics, who
nonetheless function remarkably well in everyday life. And Sharp
seems to have held down very responsible jobs.

Another possibility is to note that the event happened several years
before it was written down, that Maria is no longer available (nor
is the shoe), and in short, that Sharp's memory may have played
her false. If, in response, Sharp were to produce a number of other
witnesses who could testify that they heard the story and saw the
shoe, it would be necessary to inquire into their reliability.

If an inquirer were to succeed in demolishing the tennis shoe, re-
sponsibility would require that one go on to other such cases. George
Rodonaia claimed that during his three-day NDE, while his body was
frozen, he learned that a crying newborn infant in the same hospital
had a broken hip, a situation later verified by x-ray (Atwater, 1994).
Can Rodonaia be shown to be unreliable? Is he willing and able to
produce documentation? Does he have other witnesses?

Kenneth Ring (1984) recounted the story of "Belle," who, during
her NDE in 1971, saw a picture of the then-unknown Raymond
Moody, and was told that in due time she was to tell him her story.
Does Ring's story ring true? Is Belle the sort of person likely to have
been deluded? Does she have witnesses that her account to Ring is
consonant with her earliest accounts to others? And so on.

If a reductionistic investigator were to succeed in showing that all
such apparently paranormal features were unconvincing, still other
hurdles would appear, such as the NDEs of the blind. Vicki Umipeg
(1994), totally blind since shortly after birth, had two NDEs in which
she saw an enormous number of images, almost none of which she
could have constructed from the brief scenes she may have seen be-
tween birth and placement in the incubator that destroyed her optic
nerves. The same questions regarding reliability must be asked of
Vicki.

Still another challenge is presented by NDErs whose otherworldly
vistas are wholly or partially out of keeping with their religious train-
ing, yet surprisingly consonant with the tenets of other religions.
George Ritchie (1991), for example, described scenes of addicted
earthbound spirits and of embattled spirits. These were incompatible
with his indoctrination that all the dead slept until the Last Trump,
but consistent with two of the Six Lokas of Hinduism and Buddhism,
the realms of the Hungry Ghosts and the Fighters. How likely is it
that Ritchie was exposed to these ideas and forgot them? Does the
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human mind somehow create life-transforming visions on the basis
of a casually-encountered alien worldview? And again, does Ritchie
show signs of being an unstable or unreliable person?

Some of these questions are frivolous, but not all of them.
It is not hard to see that if reductionists took these things seriously,

they would soon have to spend enormous amounts of time sleuthing
into matters of little appeal to them, and sacrificing time spent on
the research that to them really matters. Being naturally disinclined
to such a course, their tendency is to ignore the contrary evidence.
Critics of certain parapsychological findings who do articulate their
rejections have often taken the stance that one can dismiss all as-
sertions not established by repeatable experiments. They note that
human testimony is fallible and that there will always be frauds; in
short, they just don't believe it.

On the face of it, such a "skeptical" position seems hardheaded,
while that of "believers" seems softheaded and governed by wish-ful-
fillment. Careful thought, however, shows that "I don't believe it" is
translatable into "I believe that it isn't true." Without an investiga-
tion into the strength of the evidence, such a belief could in fact
reflect utter credulity, based simply on the materialistic worldview
that reductionists and their colleagues share and value.

There is a place for a true skepticism, which is a form of caution
together with openness, a position in which there are always more
questions to be asked, more possibilities to be considered. Among
these questions are issues of physiological correlates of NDEs and
the relevance of artificial intelligence, issues that are not necessarily
reductionistic. It is to be hoped that future contributors in these ar-
eas will either be responsible enough to try on Maria's shoe and all
other such shoes, or steer clear of "nothing-but"-ism.
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