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Research on dying, death, and near- death phenomena is producing 
mounting evidence that consciousness can exist in the absence of brain 
activity (Holden, Greyson, & James, 2009; Parnia & Fenwick, 2002; 
Schwartz, 2002; van Lommel, 2010). Despite this evidence, most sci-
entists assert that such phenomena are impossible because conscious-
ness is a local effect dependent upon the functioning of the brain (Fon-
tana, 2007; Koch & Greenfield, 2007; Parnia & Fenwick, 2002). This 
view, deeply entrenched in Western science, is based on materialist 
and reductionist assumptions that are rapidly being disproven. Quan-
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tum theory indicates that materialism and reductionism are not con-
sistent with current knowledge about the structure of the universe 
(McEvoy & Zarante, 1997; Talbot, 2011; van Lommel, 2010). There-
fore, materialist, reductionist assumptions can no longer negate the 
possibility that consciousness exists independent of the brain. 

Reports of various types of death- related phenomena are consistent 
with the view that consciousness is not dependent upon the brain. 
In the most widely researched category of death- related experience, 
near- death experiences (NDEs), individuals report memory of experi-
ences when they were clinically dead or near death with little or no 
brain activity. Some experiencers report observations of events later 
verified by medical personnel at the scene—  sometimes events that 
contradicted experiencers’ expectations and seem physically impossi-
ble for the experiencer to have perceived considering the position and 
condition of their physical bodies (Holden, 2009; Long, 2010; Parnia & 
Fenwick, 2002). In the category of deathbed visions, individuals who 
are near death report seeing deceased loved ones who seem to be com-
forting them (Fenwick & Brayne, 2011; Kellehear, Pogonet, Mindruta- 
Stratan, & Gorelco, 2012; Kessler, 2010; Lerma, 2007; Mazzarino- 
Willett, 2010; Muthumana, Kellehear, Kumar, & Moosa, 2010). In a 
related phenomenon, so- called death- bed coincidences, healthy indi-
viduals report visits by dead or dying loved ones—  in some cases whose 
deaths are unknown to the observer at the time of the experience 
(Fenwick & Brayne, 2011; Fenwick, Lovelace, & Brayne, 2009; van 
Lommel, 2010). Finally, in the category of after- death communication, 
individuals report receiving information from deceased loved ones, di-
rectly or through mediums, some of which is verifiable (Holden et al., 
2009; Schwartz, 2002; van Lommel, 2010). Despite the difficulty of 
researching these phenomena, many well- constructed studies are pro-
ducing evidence that supports the existence of consciousness indepen-
dent of the brain (Parnia, 2006; Schwartz, 2002; van Lommel, 2010). 

Still in its relative infancy, the science of quantum theory does not 
provide an explanation of how consciousness might exist independent 
of the brain. However, the view it presents is more consistent with sur-
vival of consciousness than with materialist and reductionist assump-
tions. Rather than asserting that only matter and energy make up the 
universe, quantum theory presents a universe made up of ambigu-
ous elements all strangely entangled (McTaggart, 2002; Talbot, 2011; 
Ved ral, 2011). Matter is mostly empty space, particles are made up of 
other indescribable elements, and these elements are simultaneously 
both particle and wave. A mysterious entanglement links all these ele-
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ments, which arise from oscillating “strings” that exist in 11 or more 
dimensions beyond our universe of merely four. In addition, virtual 
particles pop into and out of empty space, space and time are indi-
visible, and time may move both backward and forward (McTaggart, 
2002; Talbot, 2011). Additional theories that quantum theorists are 
debating suggest that humans might exist in only one of an infinite 
number of parallel universes and that the universe might be made 
of nothing, might be made of bits of information, or might be a holo-
graphic projection of a two- dimensional reality (Cole, 2001; Moyer, 
2012; Talbot, 2011; Tegmark, 2003).

Quantum theorists have posited what is called variously a “non- 
local domain,” “quantum foam,” or “quantum field” beyond space and 
time as humans have previously understood them. This field is the 
source of, and it links, everything that appears to exist in the universe 
(Cole, 2001; McTaggart, 2002; Talbot, 2011). Scientists are only begin-
ning to apply quantum theory to other sciences, and some are exam-
ining how quantum realities may manifest in biological processes in 
living organisms, including its effects in the human brain (Fenwick, 
2010; Laszlo, 2010; Parnia & Fenwick, 2002; Vedral, 2011). Although 
quantum theory currently presents more questions than it answers 
about human consciousness, it clearly undermines traditional assump-
tions of materialism and reductionism as challenges to the existence 
of consciousness independent of the brain. 
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