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INTRODUCTION

WHETHER WE LIKE IT OR NOT, WE WILL ALL DIE, AND THE INEVITABILITY of our death is one of only two certainties in life. As Benjamin Franklin famously wrote in 1789: “In this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.”1 We know that we will die, yet aside from a minority of people for whom this reality becomes an overwhelming preoccupation, this thought takes a backseat to the daily preoccupations of life.

Nonetheless, the reality of our inevitable mortality and the importance of discovering what happens when we die become real when we lose a loved one, experience a personal tragedy—say, an accident or unexpected illness—or simply begin to age and come face-to-face with our own impending death. In those moments of confusion, fear, or acceptance, we begin to really think about questions that have plagued humanity for thousands of years: What is life and what is death? What happens when we die? Where does our consciousness—our self—go after death? Is there anything beyond?

Our beliefs about death and the importance we give to answering these questions are largely shaped by societal, personal, historical, religious, and cultural ideologies.

As a result, today most people’s beliefs, including those of most scientists, are largely rooted in traditional and philosophical notions of death, inherited from our ancestors over thousands of years. But what if what we believe about death is fundamentally wrong and the paradigm we have been operating in no longer exists? Perhaps life and death can no longer be considered as easily separable binary events. Most importantly, what if death itself is not the end we have thought and assumed? What if who we are—our very consciousness and selfhood—is not annihilated with death? And what if science can prove it? What will that mean for us, for society, for religion, for philosophy, for how we live our lives?

Death concerns all of us, yet mainstream science has traditionally avoided trying to answer it. Some of the most heavily funded scientific research today, everything from multibillion-dollar trips to Mars, space tourism, and rockets to the International Space Station, has little impact on our lives. The one area that will certainly affect all of us—exploring death and what happens when we die—has unfortunately been outright ignored by mainstream science.

The reason might simply be that scientists think death is something unassailable and impossible to study with scientific rigor. After all, how do we study a phenomenon that ultimately results in the loss of our subjects? If we view death as “the end”—rather than as a medical condition—it becomes easier to understand why people have assumed there is little point in furthering discussion or exploration.

Many scientists consider what happens after death as mere philosophical or theological speculation. I don’t agree with this position and thankfully, today this no longer needs to be the case. Using sophisticated brain technology, we can peer inside the brains of people as they approach and then transition beyond death by recording and analyzing their brain waves. Advances in mathematics, artificial intelligence (AI) technology, and computing power are allowing us to objectively analyze realities about life and death that we never could have until recently. And this research is giving us the first real-time ability to study what happens to the brain and consciousness in people as they cross from life beyond the boundary of death.

The scientific story of death and what happens when we die, while of utmost importance and interest to us all, has evolved rapidly over the past few decades. In the same way that scientific progress is challenging our views across many other spheres of society, so too it is influencing our understanding of what happens with death. Death, once the purview of cultural, religious, philosophical, biological, anthropological, and metaphysical perspectives, is not as simple or straightforward as many people have perceived it to be. In fact, scientific discoveries around death and the postmortem period have clarified that these traditional concepts largely derived from ancient philosophical and historical notions are either outdated and frankly wrong, or at best inadequate and inaccurate. Yet many scientists are still swayed by their personal views and historical notions of what death is, rather than an assessment of evolving scientific realities.

That is why after almost thirty years of being on the frontlines of research and clinical practice in this field, I am writing Lucid Dying with the goal to synthesize the most important scientific discoveries and make them available to professionals and the general public alike. By piecing the various pieces of this intriguing puzzle together, much like an orchestra conductor, my hope is to help you appreciate the compellingly beautiful and cohesively scientific, yet largely untold, story of what happens to us when we traverse from life into death and beyond.
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MY INTEREST IN CARDIAC ARREST RESUSCITATION, THE STUDY OF the brain and consciousness, and understanding what happens to people as they transition between life and death started quite early in my career. In 1994, I was a visiting final-year medical student at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York. There, I met a very amiable elderly man with a loving family alongside him in the emergency room, with what seemed a non-life-threatening medical condition. Around half an hour later, the overhead emergency alarm system went off. Someone’s heart had suddenly stopped—meaning there was a cardiac arrest—in the emergency department. I ran to find a sea of doctors in white coats frantically working. They were pounding up and down on the chest of what looked like a dead body: the corpse was covered in blood, and there was a frenzy of activity everywhere.

Those lifesaving resuscitation attempts went on for more than an hour. I watched as this person received round after round of emergency treatments to try to restart his heart. At some point, I came to realize that this “dead body” was the same man I had been talking to just hours earlier. I was devastated to watch him pass away right in front of my eyes, all while doctors and nurses were frantically attempting to drag him back to life.

Throughout those desperate lifesaving attempts, the man’s heart never started, and he remained in a “flatline” state. He was as lifeless and as much of a corpse as he had been when I had walked into the room. While I watched this scene pan out, it became very clear to me that he had indeed been dead, even if the doctors had not yet officially declared him so, while they were pounding on his chest, administering drugs, and performing lifesaving maneuvers.

A slew of questions buzzed around my head. When in this hour or more of time had this man really died? Was there a clear distinguishing line between life and death, or had there been a transition between the two? Importantly, what had that man experienced during his transition between life and death? What had happened to his consciousness—his selfhood—and had he experienced any awareness while we were trying to resuscitate him?

In my then short experience of medicine, I had already heard of resuscitated patients who described being visually aware of what was going on around them as the doctors and nurses worked to save their lives. I wondered: Had he experienced this? Did he retain consciousness, or was his selfhood annihilated when his heart stopped? Eventually, after more than an hour of trying, the doctors stopped and declared him officially dead. This patient had now legally died, even though in reality he had died quite some time before, but my experience of meeting him and the questions his death prompted stayed with me and shaped my entire career.

At that time, I was also fascinated by what gives rise to our consciousness, our sense of self, and our unique inner universe of thoughts, all of which combine to make us distinctly human. Although I don’t recall exactly what started this lifelong interest, a major contributing factor was my father, who suffered from a devastating brain illness that made him incapable of conscious responses during my childhood. On my visits to him, I would sit across from this vacant shell of the man I once knew and wonder what was left of him. Was his sense of consciousness, his selfhood and mind, still intact? From the outside perspective, he had turned into a “vegetable,” yet none of us knew what was happening to him internally, or what his experience of this slow degeneration was like. There was no way to peer inside his brain and consciousness to try to decipher that unique inner world within. Instead, my family and I would hold his hand, look into his eyes, and wonder. We hoped that wherever he was, and whatever he was experiencing, he was not suffering. But science could not offer us any more than that.

Throughout medical school, I wondered: How can brain cells give rise to thoughts? They were cells just like any others, why should they produce thoughts? I wanted to know what made every single one of us so unique. At that time, I believed very strongly that the answers to my questions lay somewhere in the brain. I even contemplated formally pursuing a career in neurology, or psychiatry, but soon realized that neither would address these burning questions. That was because science did not yet have the answers.

I was also becoming more and more fascinated by the real life-and-death aspects of medicine. The events in the emergency room at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York brought all these blossoming scientific interests together: What is consciousness? What happens to people between life and death? How can we restore life to people after their hearts have stopped? And eventually directed me to pursue my current career path.

Now, as a professor of medicine, I have been privileged to research this subject throughout my career, while also witnessing its growth and evolution. I received my medical qualifications from the University of London, and I completed my graduate medical training at the University of Southampton, where I was also awarded a PhD in cell and molecular biology. Later, at Weill Cornell Medical Center in New York, I specialized in intensive (critical) care medicine. I am now writing about an adventure that I have taken through most of my adult life as a scientist and doctor whose expertise, besides intensive care medicine, lies in cardiac arrest resuscitation, the critically injured brain, and the brain and consciousness.

It seemed inconceivable then that just over a quarter of a century later I would be able to describe how our own discoveries, and those of other scientists, have addressed some of humanity’s most profoundly significant yet seemingly unanswerable questions.

Although life and death remain a mystery, science is showing us that contrary to what some philosophers, doctors, and scientists have argued for centuries, neither biological nor mental processes end in an absolute sense with death. There is much more to be discovered, but science does, at a minimum, suggest that our consciousness and selfhood are not annihilated when we cross over into death and into the great unknown. In death, we may also come to discover that each of our actions, thoughts, and intentions in life, from the most minute, to the most extreme, do matter.

This scientific journey, much like the far more heavily funded, publicized, and well-known scientific exploration of space, also starts in the middle of the twentieth century. However, instead of touring the depths of space beyond our planet Earth, my goal is to take you through a tour of the far less well-known and exceedingly less well-funded, but vastly more significant, scientific discoveries into the deepest and furthest depths of the space that lies beyond life and into the newly discovered frontier of death. These innovations will allow us to peer inside people who traverse beyond death, to witness signatures of a unique hyperconscious lucid mental state emerge in their brains through bursts of activity. The way these brains reactivate, and the specific types of activity we record, together with analyses of many thousands of people’s testimonies, will offer tantalizing glimpses into the reality of what we will all experience in death.

In the last few decades, scientists and researchers have made astonishing discoveries in terms of how the body dies, and what occurs when it does. In this book you will read about one of the most pivotal discoveries in this field, which challenges everything we’ve believed to date about the nature of death and when exactly we might consider an individual to be forever gone. Other studies are exploring consciousness in death. These studies will lead to my own work, uncovering the mysteries of what happens in the newly discovered liminal zone that lies beyond death, based on testimony from thousands of people who have been resuscitated. These experiments will have ramifications for all facets of our lives, both in the heat of a medical emergency and beyond.

We will hear from thousands of people who have walked into and returned from that liminal “grey zone” beyond death. These people, having had a recalled experience of death (or RED), return with a uniform, standardized series of experiences. It doesn’t matter that they’ve never met or communicated with each other, or that they died in Mexico, Iran, Thailand, America, Denmark, or the United Kingdom. No matter how varied their lives, their encounters with death have a startling narrative unity.

This is not a book about religion or philosophy, and I will leave it to the reader to attach any kind of meaning to what these experiences mean and why they happen. However, there is no doubt that they happen. And there is a reason here for all of us to feel more peace and more acceptance about the suffering of our loved ones and our own inevitable demise. We may also learn more empathy and compassion for others, as a key component of the recalled experience of death is reliving your actions through the eyes of the people they affected.

We will start with the strange new world of the “brain in a bucket,” and learn how everything we once thought about the supposedly quick degeneration of the brain after death is at best poorly understood, and at worst, wrong. If, as these experiments will demonstrate, our brains remain intact and revivable for hours after death, how, then, does this change our understanding of life and death and the experience of dying?

Footnote

1 Franklin is not the first to have used this idiom. In fact, many think it may have originated from Christopher Bullock’s 1716 comedy play The Cobler of Preston, in which he states: “’Tis impossible to be sure of anything but Death and Taxes.”
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