
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Endorphins Cannot Explain All Aspects of NDEs

'b the Editor:

Patricia Guevara and Julio Sotelo (1997) speculated in their Letter
to the Editor that endorphins may induce near-death experiences
(NDEs). There are some difficulties with their hypothesis. They cited
the work of T. Lempert, M. Bauer, and D. Schmidt (1994), who
claimed to have induced NDEs in the laboratory by hyperventilation
and the Valsalva maneuver in 42 healthy humans. Their subjects
experienced out-of-body episodes, tunnels, lights, and feelings of calm
with a frequency similar to that found in actual NDEs. But there
was a critical difference between these laboratory "NDEs" and real
NDEs: about one-third of all real NDErs have a life review, while
none of the 42 laboratory "NDErs" experienced a life review. Appar-
ently, something other than endorphins induces the life review.

There are other problems with the endorphin hypothesis. Guevara
and Sotelo noted that sedated, fully conscious dogs secrete more en-
dorphins when exposed to low oxygen conditions (Sotelo, Perez,
Guevara, and Fernandez, 1995). The lack of sedating drugs seems
to enhance the endorphin release. It would be expected that unse-
dated, fully conscious humans having cardiac arrest would therefore
have more NDEs than sedated humans, but P. R. Martens (1994)
found that cardiac arrest survivors who were not on sedating drugs
had a very low incidence of NDEs.

Another problem with the endorphin hypothesis is that low oxygen
does not always elevate endorphins. Chronic hypoxia does not elevate
endorphins in animals (Freedman, Scardella, Edelman, and Santiago,
1988; Perhonen, Takala, Huttunen, and Leppaluoto, 1995) or in hu-
mans (Kraemer, Hamilton, Gordon, Trad, Reeves, Zahn, and Cymer-
man, 1991; Steinbrook, Weinberger, Carr, von Gal, Fisher, Leith,
Fencl, and Rosenblatt, 1985).

Still another difficulty with the endorphin hypothesis is that beta-
endorphins impair memory in animals (Dalmaz and Fin, 1989; Pat-
terson, Schulteis, Alvarado, Martinez, Bennett, Rosenzweig, and
Hruby, 1989). Beta-endorphins may also produce amnesia for trau-
matic events in humans (van der Kolk and Fisler, 1993). If beta-en-
dorphins are high during NDEs and inhibit memory, then how can
NDErs remember their experiences so vividly and clearly many years
later? If the brain is dulled by endorphins, what is it that remembers
the NDEs?
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A final difficulty with the endorphin hypothesis is that endorphins
dull sensation. Endorphins decrease activity in the visual areas of
the brain (Iasnetsov, Pravdivtsev, and Kaliuzhnyi, 1985; McGregor
and Herbert, 1992; von Knorring and Perris, 1981). Endorphins also
decrease the sense of hearing and smell (Hartwig, 1991). NDErs re-
port that vision, hearing, and smell sharply increase during the
NDEs. Kenneth Ring and Sharon Cooper (1997) have found that peo-
ple who are blind from birth and have NDEs often report sharply
increased visual "seeing." It is also common for NDErs to report hear-
ing beautiful music and very bright colors during NDEs.

Thus I conclude that while endorphins may explain some parts of
the NDE, they cannot fully explain all that goes on during an NDE.
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