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Preface


The word ‘reincarnation’ is repeated so often it is thought by many to be a fact. It is the purpose of this book to show that reincarnation is not a fact, has never been a fact and - more importantly - cannot happen. I am aware that this contradicts a fundamental tenet of the Eastern religions and opposes the grain of New Age thinking but there are very good reasons for supposing that reincarnation is impossible - reasons that will become abundantly clear as the book progresses. After many years of study and research into religion, science and the paranormal, I have come to the conclusion that reincarnation is not only a false and misleading doctrine but a hindrance to spiritual progress. That individuals should wish to believe in such an indemonstrable concept as reincarnation is itself a topic worthy of study but, whatever the reasons, it is evident that the steady trickle of media commentary in support of the doctrine has played a critical part. While the majority of spiritualistic publications have found it profitable to promote the idea of reincarnation, either as a fact or a possibility, this book is dedicated to the task of explaining why it cannot happen. As such the reader will encounter ideas never seen or discussed in the reincarnationist literature.


Although reincarnation is normally associated with the great religions of the East, this is not a religious book in the usual sense of the word, nor is it a book about religion. The reader will not be bombarded with quotations from the scriptures nor be asked to accept any religious precept other than the existence of an eternal creative force. All that is required is an open mind and a willingness to engage in straightforward logical arguments. With the exception of some parts of Chapter 4 and the mathematical appendix, the book is accessible to everyone.


Written largely with reincarnationists in mind, or those who regard reincarnation as a possibility, this book will also be of interest to those who wish to see how logical arguments can be used to dismantle a religious or political ideology. If after having read this book the reader is willing to critically examine any doctrine or idea put to him or her - whatever its source - before accepting it as the gospel truth, the book will have served a useful purpose. The thesis of this book can be summed up in three statements: (a) there is no evidence for reincarnation, (b) the doctrine of reincarnation is logically incoherent, (c) reincarnation violates commonsense.


* * *


Chapter 1: Waking the Dead has been organised as a conversation between myself and two believers in reincarnation. This has a twofold purpose: (a) to provide an introduction to the many issues surrounding the subject, and (b) to submit the arguments for the doctrine to direct scrutiny. While the characters are imaginary their opinions are quite real.


Chapter 2: Believing the Impossible looks at reincarnationism in conjunction with a belief system that provides reincarnationism with much of its legitimacy - Darwinism. As we shall see, both “isms” have many features in common, not the least of which both lack a credible modus operandi. Following an outline of reincarnationism in the West and its portrayal on the World Wide Web, we conclude by showing that biological evolution - reincarnationism’s outward justification - could never have happened the way Darwin envisaged.


Chapter 3: Proving a Negative deals with the oft repeated claim that reincarnation cannot be refuted because “you can’t prove a negative.” Following a discussion of inductive reasoning and its relationship to statements that cannot be refuted, we show that the claim, when applied to the doctrine of reincarnation, is a category mistake. In the second part of the chapter, we introduce the Temporal Postulates and prove that systems incorporating concepts of individuality, immortality and reincarnation are logically incoherent. The chapter concludes by proving another negative: that no events are connected in necessary causal relationships.


Chapter 4: The Problem with Karma analyses a key component of reincarnationist philosophy: the doctrine of karma. Explaining how karma must work in practice if the personality is to be liberated from the cycle of rebirths, we show how it may be quantified and analysed with the tools of mathematics and probability theory. We then present a number of propositions, chief of which is that karma cannot be eliminated in practice leading, in turn, to what I have called the Impossibility Theorem - a universal statement asserting that reincarnation cannot be a fact of nature. The chapter ends with a further analysis of karma showing it to be fundamentally incoherent. For readers with a mathematical background the proofs are provided in the Mathematical Appendix.


Chapter 5: Strange Encounters begins with a light-hearted conversation with an imaginary gentleman who believes he is more than one person. This prepares the ground for a serious analysis of multilocation (of which bilocation is a special case) and the strange phenomenon of circumscriptive replication i.e. the physical occupation of two or more places at once. The question, whether or not these and other phenomena, such as the physical phenomena of mediumship, the exteriorisation of sensibility and motivity, community of sensation and shared memories undermine the concept of individuality is discussed in detail.


Chapter 6: Spirit Influence looks at the spiritual constitution of the self, the phenomena of spirit possession and how discarnate personalities can impress the minds of psychically sensitive people with their thoughts, feelings and memories. Once dismissed as superstition, spirit possession is now engaging the attention of anthropologists, psychiatrists and public health officials. A proven instance of spirit possession - the case of Lurancy Vennum - first brought to the world’s attention in 1928 by Dr. E. Winchester Stevens is reviewed at length.


Chapter 7: Mind and Body discusses mind-body interaction showing that correlated birthmarks - often touted as evidence for reincarnation - belong to a group of paranormal phenomena that include, among other things, stigmata, hypnotically induced burns and maternal impressions.


Chapter 8: Suggestive of What? is a critical analysis of Dr. Ian Stevenson’s best-known work: Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation. We show that Dr. Stevenson reached his principal conclusion - that reincarnation is the best possible explanation of past life memories and correlated birthmarks - only by misrepresenting the facts. As we shall see, such phenomena have a much more plausible explanation than that proposed by Dr. Stevenson. We review a number of Stevenson’s cases showing that one in particular - the case of Jasbir - cannot possibly be an instance of reincarnation demonstrating that Stevenson will opt for the reincarnation explanation even when it is manifestly untrue. A number of his cases show that obsessive belief in reincarnation can lead to identity confusion, mental illness and suicide.


An idea much loved by reincarnationists, who frequently maintain that everything and everyone is subject to it, is the so-called Law of Cause and Effect: that actions in this life have consequences (i.e. karma) that can only be resolved in future incarnations; hence the need for reincarnation. Chapter 9: Newton’s Universe traces the origin of the ‘law of cause and effect’ to the collapse of the old geocentric astronomy of Ptolemy, its replacement with the heliocentric models of Copernicus and Kepler, the conflict between Galileo and the Catholic Church, and the triumph of Newtonian physics. The chapter concludes with a discussion of how the concept of causal necessity spread to areas beyond the physical sciences - especially to the field of political economy - and how Newtonian methods were incorporated into the technical apparatus of traditionally ‘non-scientific’ disciplines.


Chapter 10: Law and Disorder continues the discussion of causal necessity, revealing that the law of cause and effect was controversial from the very beginning. Having been contested by a number of distinguished classical thinkers such as Hume and Peirce, it collapsed as a fundamental principle of science with the arrival of the quantum at the beginning of the twentieth century. Modern philosophers such as Jaegwon Kim and John Mackie still maintain that the concept of causation is problematical. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the phenomenon of ‘deterministic chaos,’ arguably the final ‘nail in the coffin’ of causal certainty.


Chapter 11: The Unreality of Time establishes the reasons for believing that time is unreal - an idea traceable to Plato, Aristotle, Parmenides of Elea, Sextus Empiricus, and Augustine. More recently, it is associated with the Cambridge philosopher John McTaggart. The Chapter concludes with a discussion of the Reduction Principle and how it relates to the scientific theory of spontaneous creation out of nothing espoused by Stephen Hawking, and to a fundamental precept of the great religions.


In Chapter 12: From Here to eternity, we show how various concepts of the soul have been enlisted in the reincarnationist cause and why they have singularly failed to provide a rationale for reincarnation. We then discuss the issue of human immortality and consider whether or not an eternal being can be a person. The chapter concludes with a presentation of the Refutation as a system of formal propositions, chief of which is that the human self does not reincarnate.


* * *


Refutations of reincarnation are sometimes dismissed as so much ‘armchair’ theorising, inferior in every way to empirical research and contrary to personal experience - an idea espoused by those who have convinced themselves that past life memories permit of only one interpretation. In reply to this, it must be said that no amount of data can demonstrate anything without an underlying theory to support it or give it meaning. Only when a theory has been formulated can the data be reckoned as ‘empirical evidence.’ While reincarnation research is notable for the amount of data it has accumulated, it is notable for the absence of any coherent or testable theories. Secondly, the reader should be aware that the doctrine of reincarnation is itself the product of ‘armchair’ theorising and as such should be subjected to the normal tests of logical consistency.


Another stratagem used to counter refutations of reincarnation is to say that because reincarnation means different things to different people, it is unclear what is being refuted. The implication is that whatever version of reincarnation is refuted, all other versions remain intact. Unfortunately for proponents of this view, reincarnation is refuted not by analysing the multitudinous beliefs about reincarnation - an approach not pursued in this book - but by establishing the true nature of human spirituality. The flat Earth doctrine was refuted not by analysing the meaning of the word ‘flat’ but by establishing the true shape of the Earth.


It is a curious fact that while diversity of meaning is supposed to inhibit refutations of reincarnation, it does not, apparently, inhibit discussions of reincarnation. Individuals who attend conferences on reincarnation and, more importantly, speakers who deliver lectures at conferences on reincarnation, are generally relaxed and unconcerned about this potential source of confusion. Communication proceeds smoothly, papers are delivered happily and fees accepted gratefully – and no one ever complains that reincarnation means different things to different people. Furthermore, empirical research into reincarnation is never bedevilled by such issues; researchers get on with the job and cheerfully announce that their findings support the doctrine of reincarnation. Significantly, the European Values Survey (2002) had no difficulty phrasing the question: “Do you believe in reincarnation, that is, that we are born into this world again?”


There are two kinds of refutation in this book: a mathematical refutation based on the unviability of karma (discussed in Chapter 4) and a logical refutation based on the unreality of time. The logical refutation was first published as a brief outline in James Webster’s anthology The Case Against Reincarnation: A Rational Approach (2009) - a book that may be regarded as a companion volume to this one. Since then, I have made a number of changes, the most notable being the use of the term ‘self’ in place of ‘soul’ and the introduction of the so-called Temporal Postulates enabling the propositions of the Refutation to be developed in a more systematic and orderly manner. This ‘two-pronged’ approach means that if one accepts the scientific concept of the unreality of time (as does the author) then reincarnation is refuted by the Temporal Postulates. On the other hand, if one believes that time is real (as do a number of philosophers) then reincarnation is refuted by the Impossibility Theorem. Either way, reincarnation is refuted.


* * *


“Every journey begins with the first step,” to quote an old saying. Whatever the reader’s beliefs, hopes or aspirations, I hope the journey is an interesting and eventful one!





PART 1



BELIEF & LOGIC





 Chapter 1



Waking the Dead


It was a warm, sunny morning in late Spring, and the sweet-scented smell of may blossom toyed gently with the aroma of freshly ground coffee as it drifted along the tree-studded avenues of Bloomsbury. I had just purchased Dr. Carl Wickland’s Thirty Years Among the Dead and The Gateway of Understanding - records of his communications with obsessing spirits - and was relaxing in a small snack bar near the British Museum, sipping hot coffee and enjoying a freshly prepared salad sandwich. Dr. Wickland contradicted everything I had read about reincarnation to date. Reincarnation does not happen, advanced spirits do not teach it, and belief in it retards the progress of the soul beyond death. Even more alarming is how children can be controlled by obsessing spirits attempting to reincarnate in their bodies.


Sitting opposite me was John Faraway - a firm believer in reincarnation. Glancing somewhat furtively at Wickland’s books, he said:


“Actually, the evidence for reincarnation is overwhelming. Many people regard it as an indisputable fact.”


“What evidence?” I replied.


“Memories of past lives retrieved under hypnotic regression; spontaneous recall of past lives, particularly among children; the work of Dr. Ian Stevenson - he’s proven that reincarnation happens; the writings of people like Allan Kardec and Helen Blavatsky, the Edgar Cayce readings; communications from the other side; channelled writings, and so on, not to mention a host of distinguished philosophers who have professed a belief in reincarnation. In fact, three quarters of the world believe in it.”


“You do realise,” I said, “belief is not synonymous with fact and, in any case, belief in reincarnation throughout most of the world is based on religious conviction not on empirical evidence.”


“Maybe,” he replied, “but so many facts about reincarnation have been accumulated it has been proven beyond a reasonable doubt.”


“I think you are confusing facts with evidence; the two things are completely different. For example, evidence – however persuasive - that X murdered Y is not the same as the fact that X murdered Y because the evidence may be circumstantial or, maybe, X was framed. It’s perfectly possible that X did not murder Y.”


“Ok, but the existence of past life memories proves that reincarnation happens.”


“Not necessarily,” I replied, “If you compare the number of people who don’t have any memories of past lives with the number of people who do, then you must admit that the evidence against reincarnation is overwhelming.”


“All that means is that not everyone reincarnates. It doesn’t mean that no one reincarnates.”


“With respect, you misunderstand the doctrine of reincarnation. Any Hindu or Buddhist will tell you that everyone reincarnates – without exception.”


“I don’t believe that,” returned Faraway, “I think we choose whether or not to reincarnate.”


“It makes no difference what you believe,” I said, “everyone – according to the doctrine of reincarnation – is subject to karma; and karma is the motive force for reincarnation. If karma is in operation then everyone reincarnates; if it isn’t then no one reincarnates. Choice doesn’t come into it.”


“I certainly believe in karma,” replied Faraway somewhat thoughtfully.


“Then you are forced to believe that everyone reincarnates.”


“How can I be forced to believe something against my will?”


“It’s a question of logic; one thing implies the other. If you accept, say, the axioms of arithmetic then you must accept that 2 + 2 = 4. By the same token, if you accept that karma is in operation then you must accept its principal implication, namely, that everybody reincarnates. You could, of course, deny that 2 + 2 = 4, or deny that karma compels people to reincarnate, but you would only be deluding yourself.”


“Ok, if karma is in operation then research into past life memories will prove that everyone reincarnates.”


“If karma is known to be in operation,” I replied, “research into past life memories would be pointless since everyone would automatically believe in reincarnation. But of course in Hinduism and Buddhism karma is regarded as an absolute truth which means that Hindus and Buddhists aren’t really bothered about proving reincarnation. Of course, they’re more than happy to announce apparent cases of reincarnation if and when they arise but they do it largely for Western consumption, rarely for themselves.”


“If one implies the other,” replied Faraway, “then memories of past lives are empirical evidence of karma.”


“The problem with empirical evidence is that people interpret it in ways that uphold their view of the world.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, centuries ago it was believed that the Earth was at the centre of the universe and astronomical data was interpreted accordingly. That meant the Sun, stars and planets orbited the Earth. When the geocentric view of the universe was abandoned in favour of Sun-centred models, astronomical data was reinterpreted and the Earth and planets were then found to orbit the Sun. In other words, the same set of data was interpreted in two completely different ways. Believers in reincarnation are no exception; they interpret past life memories in ways that support their belief in reincarnation.”


“That’s very interesting,” replied Faraway, “but if, say, Albert Smith has a memory of a past life then, surely, that’s a record of Albert Smith’s former life and that means there can be only one interpretation – that Albert Smith has lived on Earth before.”


“You say that Albert Smith has a memory of a past life but, in practice, most memories of past lives are retrieved during regression therapy and turn out to be little more than fantasies or the result of suggestions by the therapist. But, let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that Albert Smith does have memories which he believes relate to a former life. Firstly, a memory of a past life – however obtained - and a record of a past life are two completely different things. A record of a past life, say, the life of the English King Henry VIII, forms part of the historical record and is contained in documents, letters, biographies and oral communications passed down from one generation to the next. But, a memory of a past life is no more a record of a past life than a dream of a past life or a fantasy of a past life.”


“In other words,” returned Faraway, “my memories of going to the theatre yesterday afternoon are no more than fantasies?”


“No, I am not saying that. There’s a big difference between your memories of going to the theatre yesterday afternoon and Albert Smith’s memories of a previous life because, in your case, you remember yourself as John Faraway whereas Albert Smith – according to you - has memories of being a completely different person, let us say Daniel Boone.”


“I don’t think there’s any real difference.”


“Let me put it this way. If Jo Bloggs claimed to be you i.e. John Faraway - because he remembered going to the theatre yesterday afternoon - you would dispute it immediately because you know yourself to be John Faraway and nobody else. In other words, your particular memories belong to you and no one else. On the other hand, you are saying that because Albert Smith believes he has memories of being Daniel Boone he can be both Albert Smith and Daniel Boone i.e. the person he is now and the person he was two hundred years ago. In other words, you are claiming that Albert Smith can be two completely different people.”


“Surely not,” retorted Faraway, “because only Albert Smith now exists.”


“That’s not the point,” I replied, “there’s no real difference between your claim that Albert Smith was Daniel Boone two hundred years ago or the claim that Albert Smith was Daniel Boone last week or even the claim that Albert Smith was Daniel Boone five minutes ago. All these claims are saying the same thing: that Albert Smith is Daniel Boone - the time factor is irrelevant.”


“I don’t see that.”


“Well, you claim, presumably, to have been John Faraway when you were born thirty two years ago, and also claim to have been John Faraway ten years ago, and claim to have been John Faraway yesterday, and claim to have been John Faraway five minutes ago. All that means is that you claim to be John Faraway now. By the same token, if Albert Smith claims to have been Daniel Boone two hundred years ago then he is claiming to be Daniel Boone now. Of course that would make Albert Smith at least two hundred years old! Adding the phrase: ‘in a previous life’ merely confuses the issue.”


“I’m still not convinced.”


“Let me put it another way. Claiming that the Moon is Mars doesn’t become less ridiculous by saying that the Moon was Mars two thousand years ago or even two million years ago. Like the Moon and Mars, Albert Smith and Daniel Boone are unique entities and none of them can be anyone else either now, in the past or in the future. The point is that people do not mutate into other people. Albert Smith cannot claim to have been Daniel Boone unless Daniel Boone had somehow mutated into Albert Smith - which is, of course, absurd. While you would dispute Jo Bloggs’ claim to be you, Daniel Boone is no longer around to dispute Albert Smith’s claim to be him; that’s the only reason anyone would make such a claim in the first place. If Jo Bloggs turned up and also claimed to have been Daniel Boone in a previous life, it would be blindingly obvious that both were deluded or telling lies.”


“Ok, how do you explain the fact that Albert Smith has memories of being Daniel Boone in a previous life?”


“Actually, that would be an inference not a fact. It may be true that Albert Smith has some memories which can be correlated with the life of Daniel Boone, as shown in the historical record, but that’s not the same as having memories of being Daniel Boone in a previous incarnation. Memories of previous lives are often incidental and sometimes traumatic. Just because someone possesses a few snapshots doesn’t mean they own the whole album.”


“Yes, but it’s very likely that whoever possesses the snapshots – to use your metaphor - also owns the whole album.”


“Not necessarily. But, that brings us back to my original point about interpreting the evidence to uphold one’s view of the world. If someone is predisposed to believing that people in possession of snapshots own the whole album then obviously they will make the appropriate inference; but there are no independent grounds for making it. In fact, the snapshots may have been borrowed, stolen, found, faked or copied.”


“That may be true,” returned Faraway, “but you still haven’t explained how Albert Smith could have acquired Daniel Boone’s memories in the first place.”


“We are assuming, of course, that Albert Smith has acquired some of Daniel Boone’s memories. In practice this would be extremely difficult to verify, even for a famous personality like Boone, because memories of past lives can rarely be linked to the historical record. However, let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that Albert Smith has a memory of signing a particular document as Daniel Boone and also remembers the contents of this document, and suppose further that the original document signed by Daniel Boone turns up sometime later and matches up with Smith’s memory; then one could reasonably assert that Albert Smith has a memory that correlates with a specific incident in the life of Daniel Boone. But, that’s a very long way from saying that Albert Smith was Daniel Boone in a previous life or even that Albert Smith possesses Daniel Boone’s memories.”


“How else can it be explained?” replied Faraway.


“You make the mistake of assuming that any explanation is better than no explanation. In fact, no explanation is better than the wrong one.”


“Yes, but do you have another explanation?”


“Actually, the phenomenon is well known to spiritualists and psychical researchers; it’s called spirit possession or obsession. This happens when people still living in a physical body fall under the sway of discarnate spirits.”


“What exactly do you mean by discarnate spirits?”


“By discarnate spirits, I mean discarnate personalities i.e. people who have shed their physical body and passed on to the spirit side of life, or non-human entities who have never occupied a physical body but inhabit dimensions close to the Earth. In a sense we are all spirits, incarnate or discarnate. Spirit influence can range from possession by malevolent or mischievous entities – sometimes referred to as ‘demonic possession’ - obsession by earthbound spirits, or by spirits wishing to establish links with people on Earth. Very often spirit entities convey bodies of teaching for the benefit of humankind. Some teachings can be helpful, some completely false. Depending on the communicating spirit and the character of the medium or channel, spirit influence can be for good or ill. In general like attracts like but there’s no hard and fast rule. For example, a weak-willed person may fall prey to mischievous spirits; children are very often obsessed by spirits because the very young are highly impressionable. Many selfish, materially minded people, on quitting the physical body at death, find they cannot pass on to higher spheres of consciousness and, instead, hang around in dimensions close to the Earth attempting to relive their former lives. Such spirits may be attracted to the auric light of someone still living in a physical body - like a moth to the flame of a candle. When this happens their respective auras become entangled and they impress each other with their thoughts, feelings, and memories. Sometimes a discarnate spirit may attach itself to a living person in order to experience - albeit second-hand - the person’s feelings and emotions, occasionally encouraging them to commit terrible crimes. Serial killers have often said a voice inside them told them to do it.”


“Can you be more specific?”


“Suppose, for example, a woman gets burned as a witch in seventeenth century England, fails to free herself from the Earth’s magnet pull and, as a discarnate personality, becomes attached to a person living in twenty first century New York – call him Y. Not all incidents need be violent or traumatic but the incidents usually have significance for the earthbound personality and it is this that prevents the personality from passing on. In any event, the discarnate witch will impress Y - albeit it unwittingly - with memories of being burned. Under hypnotic regression, or even in dreams, Y may then experience the trauma of being burned. In fact the experience may be so real it could be misinterpreted as a previous life event.”


“You mean Y re-lives the trauma?”


“No. It would be incorrect to use the word, ‘re-live’ because that implies Y has lived through the experience before i.e. in a previous life. However, the obsessing witch may also impress Y with other memories so that Y discovers he possesses information relating to the historical time period in question; in rare cases it may be possible to check these facts against the historical record. It is the possession of inaccessible information – whose authenticity is confirmed by experts - that distinguishes fantasies created by the subject’s own subconscious mind from memories impressed by discarnate personalities.”


“Ok,” replied Faraway, “but some people have memories of several lives. How do you explain that?”


“A person may be obsessed by several discarnate personalities, each one impressing the host with its memories and character traits. When this happens the obsessed person may exhibit mood swings and personality changes depending on which personality is in control.”


“That’s very interesting but is there any evidence that this sort of thing happens?”


“Well, when someone is regressed by a hypnotherapist and reports memories of a previous life - real memories, not confabulations - they are really reporting memories that have been impressed on their minds by a discarnate personality. Normally, these memories lie below the threshold of consciousness but can easily surface under hypnosis or even in dreams. For example, Dr. Helen Wambach regressed many subjects and found they possessed fairly detailed knowledge of recondite things known only to experts. The hypnotherapist, Arnall Bloxham regressed clients over a period of twenty years and built up a large record of past life memories. Like Helen Wambach’s subjects, Bloxham’s clients possessed knowledge of things that were verified at a later date. These cases - and many more - merely show how discarnate personalities can impress psychically sensitive people with their knowledge and memories.”


“But,” replied Faraway, “Dr. Ian Stevenson proved that reincarnation happens.”


“I assume you are referring to Dr. Stevenson’s, Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation reporting the spontaneous recall of past lives among young children in the Indian subcontinent and other parts of the world?


Faraway nodded.


“Actually, Dr. Stevenson proved nothing of the kind. What he did show was that explanations are culturally biased. In areas of the world where belief in reincarnation is the norm, reincarnation, unsurprisingly, is the main explanation for past life memories. More importantly he showed that departed souls who believe in reincarnation hang around trying to reincarnate in the bodies of children. Before the child is born, the departed soul - now a discarnate personality - can impress the child with birthmarks via the mother as ‘maternal impressions’ resembling wounds it may have received on Earth. After the child is born - normally when the child is about 2 or 3 years old - the obsessing personality may impress the child with memories of its life on Earth. Both influences may be present in any one child.”


“Ok,” replied Faraway, “but is there any evidence that this sort of thing happens?”


“Yes, from Dr. Ian Stevenson’s own research. If you study the case of Jasbir in Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation, you will find that Jasbir was impressed with the memories of a discarnate personality who, on Earth, was known as Sobha Ram. It is definitely not a case of reincarnation because Jasbir and Sobha Ram were contemporaries of one another for the first three years of Jasbir’s life. Since Sobha Ram died while Jasbir was still alive he could not have reincarnated in Jasbir’s body.”


“Mmm”, Faraway mused, “I’ll study that particular case but I’m still not clear how spirit influence works”


“Spirit influence works through telepathy, hypnotic suggestion, stigmatization and in ways that have no counterpart on the Earth side of life. It is well known that hypnotists, through the power of suggestion alone, can cause marks and wounds to appear on a subject’s body. The point is that if a hypnotist can do it then so can a discarnate personality, the only difference being that one is incarnate and the other discarnate. Sir William Barrett FRS, who was Professor of Physics at the Royal College of Science for Dublin from 1873-1910 showed in a series of experiments how remarkable physiological changes can be produced in a hypnotised subject merely by conscious or subconscious mental suggestion. For example, a red scar or a painful blister can be induced on a subject’s body merely by suggesting the idea. If a hypnotist can produce such startling effects on another person’s body, a discarnate personality will have no problem impressing an unborn child with birthmarks. We know this can happen because Stevenson’s monograph, Reincarnation and Biology is full of such cases.”


“Is there any evidence - other than reincarnation research - which supports your spirit obsession theory?”


“Actually, spirit obsession is a fact, not a theory, though some people refer to it by other names or misdiagnose it as schizophrenia or some other mental illness. Some of the most original research of this kind was carried out by Dr. Carl Wickland in the first decades of the twentieth century.” (I gently tapped the books in front of me.)


“I’ve never heard of him,” replied Faraway.


“Then you should read his books. They record his work with patients obsessed by discarnate personalities.”


“Ok, if I find the time, but can you give me any real examples of spirit obsession?”


“Well, Dr. Wickland records the case of a small boy called Jack T. living in Chicago. The boy had been perfectly normal till the age of five when he began to worry about things unusual in a child of his age and to behave in ways typical of an adult. He constantly fretted over his looks, talking about his ugly and homely appearance and lay awake at night muttering strange things. At times he had an uncontrollable temper and all efforts to pacify him proved ineffective. The boy’s condition became so serious that his family contacted Dr. Wickland’s Institute for help. Dr. Wickland’s wife, a powerful psychic and medium, concentrated for the boy and was able to attract an entity whose actions and expressions were just like those of the disturbed boy. Speaking through Mrs Wickland, the entity said his name was Charlie Herrman. He was aware that he had died and had tried to reincarnate as a child. In life he had been homely and ugly looking with pock marks on his face and shunned by those around him. His only desire was to become good looking so that folk would accept him. Before he died someone had told him that people reincarnate and become whatever they wished to be. As a result he had become trapped in the boy’s aura from which he couldn’t escape; this led to outbursts of temper. However, Mrs Wickland’s concentration had freed him, and for this he was very grateful. Charlie Herrman was then told about spiritual progress and the need to forget self and to help others. His homely and ugly appearance was a product of his thinking and would vanish when he discarded old ideas. He then showed great willingness to go with the spirits who, he said, had come to help him. A few days later, the boy’s mother wrote to Dr. Wickland informing him of a remarkable change in her son’s behaviour. She said: ‘Jack is now a boy again and has been very good this week, really like he used to be.’ Jack remained perfectly normal and made excellent progress at school.”


“That’s a very interesting story,” replied Faraway, “but how do we know that Charlie Herrman wasn’t a product of Mrs Wickland’s own mind?”


“Because seven years later a member of the Herrman family read Dr. Wickland’s book Thirty Years Among the Dead, recognised the description of Charlie Herrman outlined in the chapter on theosophy and reincarnation, and wrote to him. A copy of the letter was published in Dr. Wickland’s book The Gateway of Understanding.”


I leafed through the book and showed Faraway a copy of the letter:





I have just read ‘Thirty Years Among the Dead’. On here, opening your chapter, ‘Theosophy,’ you describe the case of one Charlie Herrman, who lived all his life near Raymond, Illinois. He died in middle age, about twenty-five or thirty years ago. He was never spoken of by any other name than ‘Charlie,’ and he and his parents used the double ‘r’ in spelling ‘Herrman,’ though my father’s folks simplified the spelling thus: ‘Herman.’ He, Charlie, had smallpox which left his eyesight greatly impaired and his face full of pock marks.’





Most Sincerely Yours, (Signed) ---------------- Herman.


“Couldn’t the boy’s condition be the result of a personality disorder?” replied Faraway.


“I think you mean a ‘dissociative identity disorder.’ As I understand it, DID is a psychiatric diagnosis – somewhat controversial in the profession - in which a person displays several distinct identities each with its own way of perceiving and interacting with the environment. If that were true, it would certainly rule out reincarnation as a possible explanation. But, in the case I have just outlined, by far the simplest explanation is the one given by Dr. Wickland i.e. obsession by a discarnate personality. Any other explanation would be so convoluted as to stretch credibility to breaking point. For example, it would need to take into account the involvement of Mrs Wickland, the letter from the Herrman family attesting to Charlie’s existence, and the sudden improvement in the boy’s condition. In any case, Jack T.’s obsession shouldn’t be judged alone but in conjunction with all the other cases of obsession brought to Dr. Wickland’s attention.”


“Well,” replied Faraway, “even if Charlie Herrman did obsess the boy, that doesn’t prove that Herrman won’t reincarnate at some later date. The point I am making is that spirit obsession doesn’t disprove reincarnation; they could both be true.”


“I think you have missed the point,” I replied. “The point is that memories of past lives, knowledge of obscure facts, or even correlated birthmarks are not suggestive of reincarnation. If Charlie Herrman had obsessed Jack T. in the prenatal stage of his development, it is quite possible that his skin blemishes would have been impressed upon Jack T. as birthmarks. As it happened, Charlie Herrman wanted to start life as a five year old.”


“If that’s true, why didn’t Jack T. have memories of Charlie Herrman’s life?” replied Faraway.


“We don’t know that he didn’t; he may not have spoken about them. In any case, in a non-reincarnationist culture impressed memories will not be rationalised as memories of a previous life; they may just remain in the mind as incoherent images. Rationalisations are acquired from parents and friends or from external sources, such as the mass media.”


“I don’t see how birthmarks can be impressed on a child at the prenatal stage,” puzzled Faraway.


“The physiological mechanism, like so many things relating to mind-body interaction, is unclear. In fact, Dr. Stevenson believed the phenomenon to be paranormal. However, it’s not difficult to imagine what is happening. When a strong believer in reincarnation dies and becomes a discarnate personality it will attach itself to a pregnant woman in the mistaken belief it can reincarnate.”


“Isn’t that the same as reincarnation?” interrupted Faraway.


“No, because the unborn child is the expression of an existing individuality. The discarnate personality would, so to speak, be surplus to requirements. The point is that the foetus, being at the most impressionable stage of its development, can be impressed with birthmarks and defects by the discarnate personality, probably via the mother as maternal impressions.”


“I’ve never heard of maternal impressions,” replied Faraway.


“It’s when a pregnant woman receives a shock - like witnessing a man being beheaded - and then gives birth to a baby with a red mark round its neck. This is a well-documented phenomenon. In a similar way, a discarnate personality can impress a pregnant woman with powerful images of wounds it may have received at its passing - like bullet wounds in the stomach. Although the mother may not receive conscious images of the wounds - the process probably operates below the threshold of consciousness - they are, nevertheless, transmitted to the foetus, and the child is born with birthmarks corresponding to the bullet wounds. It works just like maternal impressions. After birth, the discarnate personality will transfer its attachment to the child and impress it with memories of its last days on Earth, especially if the passing was a violent one. These memories, according to Stevenson’s research, surface when the child is about 2 or 3 years old. Stevenson’s monographs are full of such cases. Although Stevenson regarded these cases as evidence of reincarnation, he can be proven to be wrong.”


“You say that the unborn child is the expression of an existing individuality,” Faraway continued, “but how do you know?”


“Because,” I replied, “the self is associated with its physical expression from conception to death. Anything else is totally arbitrary. Where would you draw the line? Does life begin 30 days after conception? 60 days? 90 days? When the umbilical cord is cut? When the child is born? Legal definitions prove nothing and, in any case, vary from one generation to another and from one culture to another.”


“In other words,” replied Faraway, “if a woman terminates her pregnancy, she is murdering the child?”


“No, I am not saying that. The woman may have every legal and moral right to terminate the pregnancy, say if she has been raped, but it is still the destruction of a life. Killing in self defence is still the destruction of a life.”


“Ok, if spirit obsession is a fact,” continued Faraway, “why do reincarnation researchers always interpret past life memories and correlated birthmarks as evidence of reincarnation?”


“Well, research can be a costly enterprise. If someone spends a lot of time and money - usually money obtained from a research foundation - investigating reports of past lives, he or she would be disinclined to return ‘empty-handed.’ But, more to the point, reincarnation researchers must already believe in reincarnation as a theoretical possibility otherwise they wouldn’t spend so much time investigating it. One doesn’t investigate things without a prior belief in their existence – what would be the point?”


“Yes, but Helen Wambach, who wrote Life Before Life, started off as a sceptic but changed her mind in the face of overwhelming evidence.”


“If Helen Wambach had really been a sceptic, as claimed, she could have easily interpreted the data differently.”


“But doesn’t that argument apply to people who believe in spirit obsession? Are they not interpreting the evidence to uphold their beliefs?”


“No. Although memories of past lives and correlated birth marks confirm that discarnate personalities exist, none of these things are necessary to prove that they exist; their existence has been proven by other means. By contrast, reincarnation research has nothing but past life memories and correlated birthmarks.”


“If reincarnation doesn’t happen,” returned Faraway, “why do most spirits teach it?”


“Most spirits who communicate anything at all are usually close to the Earth, either because they desire to influence earthly affairs or because they have not shed their materiality; either way their spiritual vision is limited. Since – as you say – three quarters of the world believe in reincarnation, the majority of those ‘passing on’ will be believers and since they will remain close to the Earth waiting to reincarnate it follows that the majority of communicating spirits will believe in reincarnation. The obsession the majority of communicating spirits have with the doctrine of reincarnation is merely a reflection of the state of affairs on Earth; it has nothing to do with spiritual truth.”


“Many spirits who have communicated through famous mediums in the past – like Edgar Cayce – seem pretty advanced to me,” replied Faraway.


“Well,” I replied, “Edgar Cayce’s spirits may seem advanced from our point of view but from higher spiritual spheres they might look fairly mediocre.”


“But, Edgar Cayce’s spirits were of such great service to sick people I don’t believe they could have been mistaken about reincarnation.”


“There is this presumption that, because Cayce’s spirits provided useful remedies for people’s ailments, everything else they uttered must have been the absolute truth. They may have been right about some things but were wrong about others – reincarnation being one of them. You also assume that Cayce’s spirits were totally impartial. When individuals pass over they carry their beliefs and prejudices with them - remember the case of Charlie Herrman. The spirits who communicated through Edgar Cayce already believed in reincarnation – they may have been Buddhists or Hindus - and would automatically interpret any impressed memories as belonging to a previous life of the subject. Religious attachment to ideas can be extremely difficult to shake off. Buddhists, Hindus, Christians and Muslims do not cease to be Buddhists, Hindus, Christians and Muslims when they pass over; they can remain loyal to their faiths for a very long time, and Edgar Cayce’s spirits would have been no exception. Although Cayce himself didn’t believe in reincarnation, people who contacted him often did. In spiritualist circles it is a well-known fact that communicating spirits often reflect ‘sitters’ beliefs about all kinds of things. But in any case, a subject doesn’t need to believe in reincarnation - merely be the recipient of impressed memories.”


“Cayce’s spirits gave information about past lives that were later confirmed,” replied Faraway. “For example, Cayce gave a life reading to a blind musician who later regained his vision in one eye following suggestions by Cayce’s spirits. As it happened, this man had a passion for railroads and a great interest in the Civil War. Cayce told him that he had been a soldier in the South, in the army of Lee, and that he had been a railroad man by profession; his name had been Barnett Seay and the records of Seay could still be found in the state of Virginia. Sometime later the man searched the records in the state capitol at Richmond and found the record of one Barnett Seay, standard-bearer in Lee’s army who had entered and been discharged from the service in such and such a year. That seems pretty conclusive to me.”


“Conclusive of what?” I replied. “The blind musician – let us call him Y – had a passion for railroads and a tremendous interest in the Civil War. If Y had been obsessed by the spirit of Barnett Seay, it would easily account for his special enthusiasm – even obsession - for those subjects. Furthermore, the obsessing spirit would have impressed Y with its memories. Impressed memories - like any other memories - can be ‘read’ by communicating spirits. Since Cayce’s spirits already believed in reincarnation, it is unsurprising that they should have interpreted Y’s impressed memories as belonging to a previous incarnation. The subsequent discovery of one ‘Barnett Seay’ in the Richmond records means only that a person called Barnett Seay existed – nothing more. The case of Charlie Herrman proves that subsequent confirmation of existence does not imply reincarnation. It follows that Y was no more a reincarnation of Barnett Seay than Jack T. was a reincarnation of Charlie Herrman.”


“But,” replied Faraway, “if Y had been obsessed by the spirit of Barnett Seay, wouldn’t Cayce’s spirits have known about it”


“Why should they have known? I think you credit Cayce’s spirits with more powers than they actually possessed. Impressed memories may be indistinguishable from naturally acquired memories. Although Cayce’s spirits were typical of those who teach reincarnation, other spirits warn against it.”


“What spirits?” queried Faraway.


“The spirit of Helen Blavatsky, co-founder with Colonel Olcott of the Theosophical Society, warned against belief in reincarnation. Communicating through the mediumship of Mrs Wickland she bitterly regretted that she had ever taught it. In Carl Wickland’s book Thirty Years Among the Dead, she states that: ‘A spirit impresses you with the experiences of its life and these are implanted in your mind as your own. You then think you remember your past.’ She also states that she tried very hard to reincarnate but spirits told her she could not: ‘We progress, we do not come back.’ The spirit of Blavatsky is now devoting much effort in persuading earthbound spirits to give up all attempts to reincarnate and to turn their thoughts towards the light.”


“There’s no way of knowing that that was the spirit of Helen Blavatsky,” replied Faraway somewhat testily, “It could have been some impersonating spirit.”


“Blavatsky anticipated people’s disbelief. She said that people wouldn’t believe it was her because the earthly HPB would never have said those things. But this underlines the difficulty of communicating between two worlds; people only accept things that uphold their beliefs.”


“Is that the only communication against reincarnation?”


“In Illuminated Brahminism, a communication from the spirit of the ancient Indian teacher Ranga Hilyod it is stated that the doctrine of reincarnation is a ‘perversion of a great truth’ and a ‘source of the most pestilent spiritual mischief’; and in Illuminated Buddhism, a communication from the spirit of Siddhartha Sakyamuni, it is said that the doctrine of reincarnation ‘poisoned’ the mentality of India for centuries.”


“Yes,” replied Faraway, “but, there’s no proof that those communications actually came from Ranga Hilyod and Siddhartha Sakyamuni.”


“I think you have missed the point”, I replied. “What really matters is the spiritual content of the messages, not the source. Spirits who warn against belief in reincarnation are exclusively concerned with the spiritual upliftment of humankind; but spirits who give out information on past lives are merely pandering to the interests of their listeners. For example, Cayce’s spirits told Y that he had been a soldier in General Lee’s army - in itself a piece of useless information but Y must have found it quite titillating.


* * *


We had been chatting for nearly an hour when a friend of John Faraway’s - Alice Toogood - wandered in. Another devotee of the doctrine of reincarnation, she professed a firm belief in karma.


“The doctrine of karma explains all the injustices and inequalities in the world,” explained Alice.


“How so?” I enquired.


“Otherwise everything happens by chance. If someone gets shot that’s negative karma; winning a fortune is positive karma.”


“Why do you add the word ‘karma’? Surely it’s enough to say: getting shot is bad, and winning a fortune is good?”


“Because,” replied Alice, “getting shot is probably a punishment for shooting someone in a previous life, and winning a fortune is probably a reward for generosity. Bad actions are punished with negative karma, and good actions are rewarded with positive karma. That way the soul gets purified.”


“Like punishing and rewarding a child?”


“Exactly.”


“That’s a strange philosophy,” I replied. “What is the point of deferring punishments and rewards to future incarnations? Surely they would be more effective and more just if they were imposed immediately. One doesn’t punish a small child by cancelling its 18th birthday party. Hopefully, by then, all childish misdemeanours and transgressions will have been forgiven and forgotten. Besides, how many 18 year olds remember being naughty when they were only three years old? It violates a fundamental principle that people should know exactly why they are being punished. In the doctrine of karma, people are punished for misdemeanours committed in previous incarnations about which they have absolutely no memories; and if they have no memories, they feel they are being punished arbitrarily.”


“But,” replied Alice, “the soul needs more than one life to learn all the necessary lessons. Since many criminals re-offend, their punishments on earth must have been ineffective. Also, a serial killer cannot be properly punished unless he experiences the act of being murdered over and over again.”


“Because particular kinds of punishment are ineffective,” I replied, “doesn’t mean that a criminal cannot be reformed by other means. Secondly, the notion that a murderer should experience the act of being murdered is a value judgment and, in any case, it is far from obvious that being murdered over and over again will achieve the desired result; it may punish the murderer but it will not necessarily reform him. But, more importantly, doing the same to the perpetrator, as the perpetrator has done to his victim, would make you no better than the perpetrator.”


“But,” said Alice, “karma, as a law of cause and effect, is totally impersonal. If X murders Y, forces are set in motion that guarantee that X gets murdered – or something equally unpleasant - in his next incarnation, preferably by Y; that way the debt gets settled.”


“You mean that karma works as mechanism for settling disputes?”


“Yes,” replied Alice.


“That assumes it is capable of settling disputes; but there are serious problems with it.”


“Such as?” queried Alice.


“To begin with, the soul gets punished twice for only one misdemeanour which means that karma never settles disputes in practice.”


“I don’t see that!” retorted Alice.


“Well, using your example, suppose X murders Y. Then, according to you, Y must have murdered X in a previous incarnation so that X is merely settling accounts. But, if X is settling accounts then the debt has been settled and that should be the end of the matter. Nevertheless, X is still held morally and legally responsible for the murder of Y in the present incarnation and, if caught, will definitely be punished and possibly executed. Hence X gets punished twice: once in the incarnation when X is murdered by Y and once in the present incarnation when X is punished for murdering Y. But this additional and unnecessary punishment creates a sense of injustice in the soul of X which is resolved in the next incarnation only by X murdering Y; and so the process continues, each murdering the other in one incarnation after another without end. Rather than settle disputes, karma prolongs disputes. If, on the other hand, X is not punished for murdering Y on the grounds that X is merely settling accounts from a previous life, then the same argument would have to be applied to all murderers; indeed, the same argument would have to be applied to all perpetrators of any crimes. In the end, nobody on Earth would get punished for anything.”


“Ok, that’s only one problem. Are there any more?”


“Yes,” I replied, “Can you explain why earthly riches are heaped upon the wicked? If this is positive karma, the wicked must have been fairly good in a previous incarnation. If karma purifies the soul, how is it that good people have become so degenerate? Also, many saintly people live in extremely humble circumstances - presumably negative karma. Are you saying that these people were wicked in a previous incarnation?”


“Saintly people may have been wicked in distant incarnations,” replied Alice, “but, through the operation of karma they have gradually been transformed into saintly people. Also, saintly people choose to live in humble circumstances. I see no evidence of negative karma there. Perhaps, their saintliness is their positive karma.”


“Ok,” I replied, “but can you explain how good people can become wicked?”


“Perhaps, earthly riches are not always indicative of positive karma,” replied Alice. “Maybe their wickedness is their negative karma. Wicked people may have been more wicked in previous incarnations, and through the operation of karma have become less wicked.”


“In other words, karma cannot be taken at face value.”


“Precisely,” replied Alice.


“Ok, I grant you that, but the problems don’t end there,” I continued. “On the one hand karma operates as a corrective force by punishing bad actions and rewarding good ones, and on the other hand it imprisons the soul for all time. Ultimately, karma achieves nothing.”


“How does karma imprison the soul?”


“Because actions generate karma, and karma compels the soul to reincarnate. When the soul reincarnates, the actions of the next incarnation generate more karma; the process is endless. According to the law of cause and effect, every action sets in motion a chain of effects that continues without end. In the doctrine of reincarnation, the actions of one incarnation, say incarnation N, have karmic consequences which must be worked out in incarnation, N+1. The actions of incarnation N+1, have karmic consequences which must be worked out in incarnation N+2, and so on ad infinitum.


“You say that karma imprisons the soul for all time,” replied Alice, “but Hindus and Buddhists teach that karma can be controlled and overcome by following a virtuous life and achieving a perfect balance of mind leading, eventually, to the cessation of all karma. The Lord Buddha called it the Noble Eightfold Path. That means that everyone can, in principle, escape the cycle of rebirths.”


“In principle,” I replied, “but not in practice.”


“Why not in practice?” enquired Alice.


“Well,” I replied, “a person’s ability to control karma is itself determined by karma. Without perseverance, dedication, devotion to duty, obedience, ability to concentrate and meditate, and a willingness to renounce the world, nothing will be achieved. But, these character traits do not fall from the sky, nor are they determined by the personality; as far as the personality is concerned they are givens. Character traits can only be determined by karma; hence, the ability to control karma is itself determined by karma. This means that karma cannot be eliminated by design, only by chance.”


“Why by chance?” enquired Alice.


“Well, if I ask why your house was burgled last year, you will probably say: ‘that is my karma – I must have been a thief in a previous incarnation.’ If I ask why you were a thief in that incarnation, you will say: ‘that was my karma - I must have been an acquisitive person in an incarnation before that one.’ Each time we go back to an earlier incarnation your answer will be the same: ‘that was my karma,’ with some sort of rationalisation attached. Since present karma is determined by previous actions, and since previous actions are determined by previous character traits which, in turn, are determined by karma, the process goes backwards in time ad infinitum. This means that there could never have been a first incarnation which is, of course, nonsense.”


“Yes, there must have been a first incarnation,” added Faraway, “because all physical things must have a beginning.”


“Ok,” I replied, “but, what determines the karma of the first incarnation?”


“Well,” replied Alice, “since there is no incarnation before the first one, the karma of the first incarnation must be determined by the actions of the first incarnation.”


“But, what determines the actions of the first incarnation?”


“I see the problem,” replied Alice, “If actions determine karma, the same karma cannot determine the character traits which are responsible for the actions because something cannot determine itself.”


“Exactly, and if nothing determines the actions of the first incarnation, they must be the product of chance – like the throw of dice. And if the actions of the first incarnation are the product of chance then, ultimately, all subsequent karma must be the product of chance which means that liberation from the cycle of rebirths is also the product of chance.”


“Hmm, I’ll think about that,” replied Alice.


“But, it also has implications for the ethics of karma,” I continued. “If the actions of the first incarnation are the product of chance, the present personality cannot be held morally responsible for them; and since the karma of the present incarnation is, ultimately, traceable back to the actions of the first incarnation, the present personality cannot be held morally responsible for his or her present karma. All inequalities stem from the inequalities of the first incarnation, and since the inequalities of the first incarnation are the product of chance, the law of karma fails as a system of explanation. While it purports to be an even-handed system of correction - handing out punishments and rewards as deserved - it is, in fact, totally arbitrary.”


“Couldn’t the law of karma make allowances for the inequalities of the first incarnation?” replied Alice.


“No,” I replied, “not if the law of karma is impersonal.”


“Why is that?” replied Faraway.


“Consider the following example. Two people, let’s call them A and B, are competing with each other in a shooting contest; competitor B is blindfolded. When B fires his gun the projectile moves in exactly the same way as if a sighted person had pulled the trigger. The laws of physics do not make allowances for the fact that B is blindfolded and unable to see the target; they are completely impartial and apply even-handedly to everyone irrespective of initial handicaps or advantages. Gravity doesn’t make allowances for the difference in heights; a projectile released from the top of a building will take longer to reach the ground than an identical projectile released only a few feet from the ground. Karma, as an impersonal law of cause and effect, must operate in exactly the same way; it cannot make allowances for the inequalities of the first incarnation any more than the laws of physics can make allowances for the initial inequalities between A and B.”


Alice sipped her coffee searching for flaws in my argument. Faraway, who had been listening intently, said:


“In spite of what you say, a billion Hindus and Buddhists cannot all be wrong!”


“Actually,” I replied, “Hindus and Buddhists disagree on the most fundamental question: the nature of the human self. Hindus believe that the self is immortal whereas Buddhists believe it is an illusion. Actually, the Buddhist concept of rebirth is unclear because no fixed entity is reborn.”


“In Buddhism” Alice interjected, “the consciousness in the new person is neither identical to nor entirely different from that in the deceased person but together form a stream of consciousness.”


“Maybe,” I replied, “but that’s self-contradictory.”


“Why is that?” Alice queried with some surprise.


“Because in Buddhism there is no permanent self that links one incarnation with another.”


“Yes, but why is that self-contradictory?”


“In Buddhism it is taught that all visible things are in a constant state of flux and that nothing has any permanent reality - except nirvana. When this principle is applied to the doctrine of rebirth it is inferred that no permanent self exists. But this is a non sequitur. Anything subject to change is neither identical to nor completely different from what it was before it changed; but that does not mean the different states of the thing have nothing in common. For example, a tree continually changes its state from seed to sapling to full maturity until it dies from which it follows that any state of the tree is neither identical to nor completely different from any other state of the tree. Nevertheless, all the states of the tree are related through their common identity, and it is this identity that remains a constant and permanent feature of the process of change. If this were not the case, then the tree in my garden today would be completely different to the tree in my garden tomorrow; and John Faraway today would be completely different to John Faraway tomorrow - which means he could rob a bank today and be free of prosecution tomorrow because, by then, the John Faraway sitting in front of us will no longer exist. Therefore, the claim that nothing is permanent because all visible things are in a constant state of flux is manifestly false. If there were no underlying permanent ‘self’ that was common to all the different states of consciousness linking one life with another, none of these states of consciousness would have anything in common and it would then not make sense to say that rebirth had taken place. Rebirth necessarily entails a permanent self - contrary to Buddhist teaching that no such thing exists. Hindus abandoned the concept of the impermanent self many centuries ago and teach that the human self is immortal. Obviously, Buddhists and Hindus cannot both be right – which means that one of them is wrong.”


“But,” countered Alice, “Buddhist’s say that all things - not just all visible things - are in a state of flux from which it follows that no permanent self exists.”


“In that case,” I replied,” the statement is merely saying: ‘nothing impermanent is permanent’ - which is a tautology.”


“In spite of what you say,” replied Faraway, “no one can disprove reincarnation for the simple reason you can’t prove a negative.”


“Surely that depends on the negative,” I replied.


“What do you mean?”


“Well, for example, ‘two plus two is not equal to five is a negative statement but that can easily be proven by going back to the axioms of arithmetic.”


“Yes but reincarnation is different; it’s something that happens.”


“Reincarnation is something that allegedly happens. The principal difficulty with the doctrine of reincarnation is the concept of reincarnation. In all systems of belief that incorporate the notion of re-embodiment, reincarnation is treated as a meaningful activity - like switching overcoats or crossing the road. Given this fundamental idea, believers – and even agnostics – often claim that since you can’t prove that something meaningful never happens, and since reincarnation is meaningful, you can’t prove that reincarnation never happens. In other words: you can’t prove a negative. But the argument is a red herring because the issue is one of logical consistency not possibility; the doctrine of reincarnation is incoherent.”


“What exactly do you mean by incoherent?” queried Alice.


“A doctrine or system of thought is incoherent if its parts are logically incompatible with each other. If they are, then the system is self-cancelling or self-refuting. For example, a loving and forgiving God is incompatible with a punishing and revengeful God; God in time is incompatible with God in Eternity; human salvation is incompatible with eternal damnation; human immortality is incompatible with human mortality, and so on. If someone believes in a revengeful and forgiving God they effectively believe in nothing because, taken together, revenge and forgiveness are self-cancelling.”


“Yes, but what has that to do with reincarnation?”


“Over the centuries the doctrine of reincarnation has accumulated so much baggage it has become a veritable dog’s breakfast.”


“What baggage?” returned Alice, “Reincarnation seems pretty straightforward to me.”


“Well, philosophers and theologians have always modified doctrines to meet current fads, and the doctrine of reincarnation is no exception. For example, Hindus originally subscribed to the current Buddhist notion of the impermanent self and taught that the individual was destined to be absorbed by Brahman which meant that everyone would eventually be annihilated. However, when the idea of human immortality became fashionable, Hindus integrated it into their own system of thought paying scant regard to logical consistency. In recent times, when Helen Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine was published, reincarnationism upgraded its metaphysical apparatus by several notches and most books on reincarnation appealed to it for support. However, thanks to HPB’s outlandish claims about the source of her information plus the work of twentieth century philosophers and logicians, both metaphysics and theosophy were discredited as avenues of truth. But that didn’t deter believers. Since the rise of physics in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, reincarnationists quietly dropped the prefix ‘meta’ from the word ‘metaphysics’ and pretended that the doctrine of reincarnation had the support of ‘physics.’ It began with the reinterpretation of karma as a ‘law of cause and effect,’ and this soon morphed into its upper case version, The Law of Cause and Effect, suggesting a universal law. However, when the ‘quantum’ was discovered at the turn of the twentieth century, reincarnationism had to change gear once again because the ‘law of cause and effect’ lost its status as a fundamental principle of science. Gaining inspiration from books like the Tao of Physics (1975) by Fritjof Capra, reincarnationists tried hard to incorporate the wonders of quantum physics – or at least the jargon of quantum physics – into their explanatory models. Since then, reincarnationism has become a full-blown industry, spawning so many pseudo-scientific papers and research efforts that HPB would have been truly astonished and – judging by her attitude since passing - truly disconcerted. The point is that the ongoing desire to sell reincarnationism to the masses by dazzling them with the latest intellectual gadgetry, has compromised its logical integrity.”


“Why is the doctrine of reincarnation incoherent?” interjected Faraway.


“Well, for example, it claims that the human self is immortal, but immortality and reincarnation are logically incompatible.”


“ I don’t understand that!” retorted Faraway.


“Let me explain. If the human self is immortal it must exist in eternity and if it exists in eternity it must be timeless. If the human self is timeless then all its incarnations are simultaneous; but in that case the human self would have no individuality – contrary to everything we know about human beings. If the human self doesn’t incarnate as more than one person at a time then it doesn’t reincarnate.”


“I don’t follow that,” replied Faraway.


“Well, do you agree that different people living and working at the same time are unique individuals?”


“Yes, I have no doubt of that.”


“Then you agree that each individual has a spiritual identity that distinguishes them from all other individuals.”


“Yes.”


“In other words, the human self doesn’t incarnate as more than one person at a time; if it did, groups of human beings would be like gaggles of geese.”
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