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Colborn collates a wide range of fascinating information in this highly readable book that challenges the dominant materialist paradigm. He is right when he states that we are currently negotiating a ‘crisis of meaninglessness’, and I agree with his argument that one aspect of our path through this crisis requires a re-evaluation of the implications of psi and mystical experiences. There is a danger that the metaphysical assumptions underpinning much of modern science are at odds with what is required to negotiate the global age we are entering. Colborn addresses the issues instructively. A timely book that deserves to be widely read.
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Matt Colborn makes a strong case for paying careful attention to paranormal and mystical experiences when seeking alternative worldviews to blinkered scientific materialism, worldviews that could potentially help us through difficult times ahead. What Lies Beyond is a well-balanced, informative, thoughtful discussion, and a pleasure to read.
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In this passionately argued, very accessible book, Matt Colborn directs attention to the ideal nature of science — that it is following evidence where it leads to construct an understanding of the world, not starting with a favoured conclusion and discarding all data that does not conform to expectation. The ‘paranormal’ phenomena that Colborn describes at length are paranormal only from the point of view of the reductionistic, materialistic assumption that consciousness is generated by the brain. These ‘paranormal’ phenomena are common, universal human experiences, however, that are being trivialized when dismissed so cavalierly. It is high time that our sciences faced this truth and questioned whether the materialistic understanding of consciousness is after all the most appropriate one.
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Chapter 1


Introduction: Larger Realities?


Three curious experiences:


In November 2022, I volunteered for a dream precognition study run by a UK University. Precognition is the ability to sense or perceive a future event that ‘cannot be deduced from normally known data in the present’.1 It’s thought of as very unlikely or even impossible by most practising psychologists and neuroscientists.


The instructions for participants were simple: we were to write down the content of our dreams on Monday and Tuesday night. The aim was to dream of a target that would be chosen by the computer on Wednesday. On Wednesday, 16 November, we were sent a link to a site where we were to record our dream-diaries, and afterwards get shown four possible target photographs. We were asked to choose which of the target photos most closely matched the imagery of our dreams.


Here’s a record of what I dreamt on the night of 15–16 November 2022:


15–16 November.




Dream #1


Toy railways in a dark cavern, underground spaces. Lots of railway lines, set up by my father. Some of the tunnels end in my old bedroom at my old home. My father, looking at books in the long orange-painted corridor outside my old room. He is looking for something. I am very sad, nostalgic.







Dream #2


Lots of white-painted corridors and rooms. A brother and a sister team who’ve written about prehistoric humans. I’m drawing pictures of prehistoric humans they don’t like. Christmas Day in a huge, beige room. Long tables laden with food. My family is having a Christmas meal. I don’t feel very Christmassy. Then, a swimming pool. A customer is trying to help us set up some goalposts by the pool. He falls off the wave wall into the pool. I dive in and perform a rescue, towing the unconscious customer to the side of the pool.







Dream #3


Dreamt of pilgrimage through a modern town to a far place, down by the sea. A large comic-book store. Later I dreamt of two bears. One male bear tells stories to the female bear to get her to marry him.





Most of this was either garbled memory or was personal regular dream imagery. I often dream of trains; make of that what you will. I have also worked as a lifeguard. The dream of my father in our old house was a little like a distorted memory, as was the modern seaside town (I used to live in Brighton). The final dream ‘snapshot’, concerning two bears, was unusual.


The four possible target photos displayed on the website were accompanied by instructions to rank them in order of their resemblance to the imagery we’d already recorded. Three of the four photos had been randomly chosen by the computer. A fourth, placed in any order of viewing, was the target image. Of course, you could not know which was which from just looking at the four photographs alone. You had to guess.


The idea was to run a number of these trials with many participants and pool the results, then look for a deviation from chance in the accumulated data. If people were choosing target images by chance alone, then the researchers would expect to find that participants would choose the correct target 25%, or a quarter, of the time. To find possible evidence for dream precognition, they’d need to find a statistically significant deviation from that chance percentage (say 27% or 28% for a large study).


The first three photos were a clock, a windsurfer on a cresting wave, and a crowd. The fourth image was a baby polar bear lying on top of its mother. This was the only image that seemed close to my dream-imagery, so I ranked it on top. A week or so later, after I’d made the choice, I was sent a follow-up email. The target was indeed the polar bear photograph.


The second experience happened a few months later, while I was trekking in the Khumbu region of the Himalayas. We were visiting the village of Thame in Nepal, a stone’s throw from the Tibetan border. Thame is famous for being the long-term home of Sherpa Tenzing Norgay, who summited Everest in 1953 with Edmund Hillary.2


Overlooking the village is a Buddhist monastery, one of the oldest in the region and the host of the annual Mani Rimdu festival. One sunny day in late March, we were led by our guide up the crooked path to the monastery. On the way, we paused beside a Buddhist shrine to look down a mountain pass fringed by snowy peaks. This pass was once part of an old trade route that led into Tibet. Further along, the path ran parallel to a mani wall, which is a lengthy stack of flat stones carved with Tibetan inscriptions of the prayer Ohm Mani Padme Hum. This prayer, the jewel in the lotus, was attributed to the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, the embodiment of virtue and compassion.


The monastery itself is of modest size and is built around a courtyard. We were told that the interior held several Thangkas, religious paintings on silk appliqué that were hundreds of years old. On the way to the courtyard, we passed a small annex building with an open door. A teenage boy dressed in monk’s clothes was sitting in the annex, finishing his homework. The scene looked utterly ordinary. Yet our guide told us that the boy was a tulku, or a reincarnation of the former abbot of the monastery. The boy had been installed as the reincarnate Rinpoche at the age of six in a ceremony on 30 July 2015.3


The third experience happened quite a few years ago. Here’s an extract from written notes, made just afterwards:




As the drug [an anaesthetic] began to work, I slipped down and lost awareness and feeling in my body. Visual impressions were relatively spartan, but were mostly beige. Had experience of “white darkness” at one point, and complex patterns in dark brown against white beige, very like the side-decorations in Tibetan art…


Reality felt gooey, or made of ice cream mixed with syrup. Feelings: at one point, I remember smiling and saying that I knew what the Buddhists were talking about. It was like I’d climbed a mountain to see a vast plain of “reality”, and that it was good and light… These are metaphors; what I experienced, for fleeting moments, was ineffable.





All three experiences in different ways seem to hint at larger realities beyond our mundane, everyday state of being. The first hints at a capacity to glimpse one’s own future. The second presents a lived belief that some aspect of our consciousness might survive bodily death. The third challenges the habitual assumption of the solidity of the self, and also that we live in a reality that is impersonal, indifferent, disconnected, and dull. Together these experiences pose a challenge to a number of foundational assumptions of our rationalist, secular society. But what is their greater significance?


What This Book Is About


The large body of oft-shunned ‘paranormal’, ‘mystical’, or ‘psychic’ human experiences just might hold the keys to a better future. A claim like this may prompt strong reactions. One temptation might be to dismiss the proposal as dangerous pseudoscience, a distraction from the existential risks of climate breakdown and nuclear war. The opposite faith-based conclusion is also possible. Plenty of people have in the past pinned their hopes on some imminent mass-transformation of global consciousness, ushering in a New Age of peace and harmony.


Neither response is helpful. This is because it’s often tough to interpret paranormal and mystical experiences, much less absorb their possible implications. Despite this, I’d still claim that the large body of what have also been termed ‘exceptional human experiences’ holds potential gold as well as dross.4 ‘Gold’ in terms of inner capacities that might prove indispensable in the turbulent years to come.


However, they’re also difficult to interpret. To return to the three examples that started the book. It’s easy to think of rationalisations in order to dismiss them. Perhaps, for example, it was just a coincidence that I dreamt of bears. After all, I had a one in four chance of being able to select the target by chance alone. Also, what I’d dreamt and what the photograph showed were not identical. Perhaps I’m exhibiting a form of cognitive bias, looking for patterns that just aren’t there. Confirmation bias, for example, a tendency to look for information which will confirm your already existing beliefs.5


As for the teenage tulku: well, religious beliefs are religious beliefs. There seems to be little or no evidence demonstrating that the boy really is the old abbot, reborn. It’s just something that must be taken on faith. The reincarnation experience, from this perspective, is best seen as a social construction: a devoutly held belief, but hardly a scientific fact. However, this case does not stand alone. Across the world, a small but persistent minority of young children begin talking about past lives almost as soon as they can speak.6 In quite a few of these cases, they can provide accurate specifics of their previous name, home, and life. They also seem to exhibit behaviours and occasional talents associated with past lives. These cases cannot be so easily dismissed.


The third experience is perhaps the easiest to rationalise. In fact, it could be taken as strong evidence that the sense of ‘self’ is nothing but brain function, reliant upon a functioning body. Disrupt that function with a drug, and the sense of being in a stable body is disrupted too. And the strong feelings of significance only happened because the part of the brain that produces those feelings was somehow overstimulated by the drug.


So if you wish, it’s possible to dismiss these experiences rather quickly. And these mundane counter-explanations might be true, or partially true. With human beings, self-deception is always possible.


But, for me, such interpretations are not totally satisfactory. For a start, why do we feel compelled to dismiss odd or ‘anomalous’ experiences so quickly? Are we really being ‘scientific’, or is something else going on? I’m reminded of a quote from Nietzsche: ‘With the unknown, one is confronted with danger, discomfort and worry; the first instinct is to abolish these painful sensations. First principle: any explanation is better than none…’.7 With a mundane explanation, we can perhaps breathe a sigh of relief and get on with our day, our world-picture unchallenged and unchanged.


Such casual dismissals can’t dispel a certain unease. This is because these experiences mark a kind of intellectual frontier. They sit on the edge of the acceptable. Speculating about possible brain malfunctions or cognitive biases is considered legitimate in mainstream psychology and neuroscience — wondering whether I’d really glimpsed the future, a higher reality, or a reincarnated person are not. It’s worth thinking briefly about why that should be.


One possible reason is that psychic experiences violate or apparently violate what the philosopher C.D. Broad called ‘basic limiting principles’.8 These are common-sense principles that we tend to adopt not just in everyday life but also in science. One limiting principle is the general principle of causation. It is impossible that an ‘event should begin to have any effects before it has happened’.9 If always true, this rules out the possibility of precognitive dreams. The idea of reincarnation violates another limiting principle that’s fundamental to modern neuroscience: that the mind is generated by physical processes in the brain. Broad also pointed to other limits on ways of acquiring knowledge that seem to rule out the possibility of psychic phenomena like telepathy (mind to mind communication) or clairvoyance (the mind or brain somehow gathering information from a distance without the use of the senses).


These ‘limiting principles’ are enough for many cognitive scientists, or scientists who study the mind, to dismiss the possibility of psychic phenomena outright. I’ve had colleagues assure me that we now know enough about the brain to be sure that such experiences are ‘impossible’. Maybe. Yet it’s also possible to claim that the dominant culture in biology and neuroscience is shaped by a number of unquestioned background assumptions that govern how these sorts of experiences are judged.


For example, the biologist Rupert Sheldrake has suggested that the worldview of scientific materialism is today dominated by what he calls ten ‘dogmas’.10 Together, these dogmas support claims that reality can be understood entirely in material or physical terms. Sheldrake’s ten dogmas include the claim that reality is mechanical, or machine-like; that matter is unconscious; that nature is purposeless; that memory can be understood as material processes that do not survive death; that minds are confined to heads and are ‘nothing but’ brain activity; and that unexplained phenomena like telepathy are illusory.


Are We Just Mechanisms?


The first assumption, that reality is mechanical and that living things can be understood as machines, dominates contemporary biology and especially neuroscience. We will see that it significantly influences and likely limits mainstream neuroscience’s attempts to understand consciousness. But it also shapes how living things as a whole are perceived.


The tendency to view living things as machines has been increasingly pervasive since the philosopher René Descartes compared animals with clockwork automata in the seventeenth century.11 The ‘clockwork’ comparison changed after the twentieth-century rise of electronic devices that could respond to their environment, and especially with the arrival of digital computers.12 Since the 1950s, the brain has often been thought of as ‘processing information’, in a way that is comparable to an electronic computer. But (and this is crucial to understand why things like psychic phenomena are frowned upon) the brain is not thought to be a computer with WiFi. The ‘information’ that living things are supposed to ‘process’ is thought to be restricted to that gathered by ordinary sensory means. This rules out psychic phenomena.


Fundamentally, what living things do is not to be understood in terms of minds, consciousness, or purpose but in terms of physiology, hormones, and neural circuits.13 Cells, organs, and body systems are thought to work together in predictable ways like machines, and to produce predictable results. According to conventional biology and neuroscience, that’s all there is to it.


This mechanistic approach allows a significant understanding of much animal and human behaviour. One example: the attraction of male moths to females. Male moths have antennae covered with hairs. These hairs contain smell receptors, tuned to respond to pheromone molecules (special signalling chemicals). The pheromone molecule hits the receptor and stimulates it, triggering a signal down the nerve. The signal travels to a specialised part of the moth’s brain. This part in turn sends nerve signals to the wing, so that the male flies upwind.14


In one YouTube video, a silkworm is placed in a Y-shaped glass tube. A stick soaked with pheromone is poked into one branch of the Y. The moth shivers and then scurries rapidly towards the hormone-laced stick.15 In another video, a researcher explains carefully how they worked out the connectome (or connections of nerve cells) governing these sorts of responses in moths. He also demonstrates a simulation that successfully mimics the functional activity of the connectome.16 So, from a certain point of view, a previously obscure response of the moth is reduced to inner ‘wiring’. Mystery is dissolved, and the robot within is revealed.


From a hard-line mechanistic perspective, living things are just robots, ‘designed’ by evolution. Minds are just the outputs of machine-like processes. The philosopher Daniel Dennett, who died in 2024, claimed that evolution could be understood as an algorithm (a process or set of computational rules) that ‘engineers’ living things. In Dennett’s scheme, mind and consciousness emerged gradually through a step-by-step accumulation of mechanisms that allow survival. At the lowest levels were ‘impersonal, unreflective, mindless little scrap[s] of molecular machinery’.17 He also wrote, ‘Of course our minds are our brains, and hence are ultimately just stupendously complex “machines”’.18


What About Consciousness?


This strongly mechanistic perspective is powerfully advocated by some consciousness researchers. In a 2017 TED talk, neuroscientist Anil Seth explains how consciousness was generated in our brains by ‘the combined activity of many billions of neurons, each one a tiny biological machine’.19 He goes on to explain how, at one time, people thought that life was more than just mechanism, but thanks to modern biology, ‘people no longer think that’. So for life, there is now no need to posit the existence of an élan vital, or vital force. In the same way, as neuroscience proceeds,




So as with life, so with consciousness. Once we start explaining its properties in terms of things happening inside brains and bodies, the apparently insoluble mystery of what consciousness is should start to fade away. At least that’s the plan.20





So for Seth, life and shortly consciousness will be understood in terms of exclusively mechanistic, material processes. This is why, in his book, he terms human beings ‘beast-machines’.21 For Seth, subjective consciousness is a hallucination, generated by the brain. The self, too, is to be understood as a brain-generated illusion. He bolsters these ideas with evidence from recent neuroimaging and other studies. In the book, he also dismisses alternative approaches to consciousness for two reasons: they are ‘dualistic’, which means that they imagine consciousness as something ‘extra’ on top of materialistic processes; and they are not testable.


Superficially, Seth presents a strong, experimentally based case for human beings being ‘beast-machines’. However, for me, his talk and his book raise a number of questions.




	The alternative non-materialist approaches to consciousness dismissed by Seth are responses to what is known as the mind–body problem. This problem is hundreds of years old and concerns the relationship between mind, consciousness, and the body. It is a lot harder than it looks. Is Seth right to dismiss it, or alternative solutions, completely?


	Seth’s claim that we’ll eventually understand consciousness in mechanistic, materialist terms in the same way that we now understand life relies on a popular story of scientific progress. This story concerns the decline of ‘religion’ and ‘superstition’ and the rise of ‘science’ and ‘reason’. Part of this involves the blanket rejection of things like ‘vital’ and ‘psychic’ forces and the ultimate triumph of a mechanistic understanding of life. But is this narrative true? Also, is he really justified in claiming that life is so well understood?


	Finally, Seth claims in his book that alternatives to materialism are not testable. This hints that only materialist, mechanistic explanations can be tested in science, which justifies an exclusive focus on brain and body functions. But we’ve already seen one attempt to find evidence for precognition, something that seriously challenges more conventional approaches to the mind and brain. Other kinds of ‘exceptional human experiences’ can and have been investigated and tested. Is Seth right to dismiss the challenge of these experiences?





The Enchanted Boundary


Ultimately, a purely mechanistic approach based on the assumptions of scientific materialism seems to me to result in a significantly impoverished view of human beings. One of the main reasons I think this is that, in order to make these sorts of claims, researchers like Seth and Dennett have to be very selective about the kinds of human experiences that they attend to. This is in part the outcome of training in science that restricts evidence to that found in the laboratory. It is far easier, for example, to test the brain correlations of vision than it is to discover whether we see the future, or whether reincarnation might be real, or even whether reality really is ‘good and light’. But one thing I want to make clear in this book is just how extensive ‘anomalous’ or ‘exceptional’ experiences really are.


When these sorts of experiences do get acknowledged by mainstream neuroscience, they tend to get ‘shrunk to fit’ inside conventional worldviews. This means that the parts of the experiences that seem difficult or impossible to explain in terms of brain function or conventional psychology tend to get ignored or sidelined. For example, there is currently a great deal of attention being given to psychedelic experiences. Psychedelic experiences have many very strange features, including claimed encounters with ‘entities’, experiences of apparent telepathy and clairvoyance, and full-blown mystical states.22 But these are generally interpreted as hallucinations, unusual brain functions, or even additional ‘noise’ in the brain.


One often gets the strong sense that there is a ‘boundary of the acceptable’ splitting debates over anomalous and exceptional experiences. The parapsychologist Walter Franklin Prince called this the ‘enchanted boundary’.23 To get a sense of this boundary, it’s worth viewing the 2017 Breaking Convention debate between psychedelics researchers David Luke and Robin Carhart-Harris.24 Luke is open to alternative approaches, has had entity experiences, and has also conducted research in parapsychology. Carhart-Harris tends to stick to the conventional side of the boundary, and this shows in his responses to Luke.


The ‘enchanted boundary’ can shift somewhat over time. Out-of-body experiences (OBEs), or the sense of being out of your body and viewing yourself or distant events, were once also shunned but are now part of mainstream research.25 However, on the whole, researchers seem only willing to consider the aspects of the experiences that do not seem to violate the dogmas of scientific materialism. So Seth discusses OBEs as part of his argument that the self is brain-generated,26 but he ignores potentially anomalous features of those experiences, such as reports that some people undergoing OBEs are able, on occasion, to perceive distant events accurately.27


Does any of this matter? One could claim that debates over fringe phenomena are only the concern of specialists. Yet the outcome of the broader disputes about consciousness surely matters a great deal for everyone. What disturbs me most about some of the predominant voices in current consciousness debates is the often implicit assumption that the only real way to understand human beings is in terms of what is ultimately a very crude world-picture. The cultural critic Curtis White summarises it this way: that ‘we are not “free”; we are chemical expressions of our DNA and our neurons. We cannot will anything because our brains do our acting for us. We are like computers, or systems, and so is nature.’28 This justifies the further insistence that the ‘answer to all of our human problems lies in the discovery of natural laws, or that submitting to a scientific perspective is a “choiceless imperative”’.29 As White claims, this is ideology, or scientism, and not science.


Multiple Crises


There’s evidence that this predominant, scientistic worldview is causing significant problems for individuals and for society. The Galileo Commission Report, released in 2019, pointed to multiple crises that seem to be directly or indirectly caused by an adherence to the hard-line mechanistic, materialist world-picture.30 These include the replication crisis in science, the ecological crisis, and the crisis of the credibility of science. For many individuals and populations, we also face crises in meaning and health.


I can illustrate the latter two crises with a personal example. For many years now, I’ve suffered from bouts of severe, recurrent depression. This certainly has physical aspects; a bout often follows prolonged periods of sleeplessness and stress. I seem to have a sensitivity to stress that’s no doubt mediated by my brain and nervous system.


However, for me, the core of depression can best be described as a profound spiritual desolation. Often at these times I feel as if I were alone, utterly isolated in a bleak, grey landscape. Everything that I am doing feels purposeless, and the world seems drained of all meaning and is even, at times, actively hostile. It’s as if I’ve been exiled to a dead, confining, damp, dull, grey, tomblike place.


For me, exiting this state of being means recovering a sense of meaning and aliveness in the world. Also, the recovery of a sense of deep connectedness. Accessing this means allowing space for myself, contact with nature, and practices like meditation. But the sense of meaning and connection is not something that I make up or invent. Nor is it something that conventional approaches to depression like Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) can even remotely touch. Such approaches at best alleviate the symptoms. For me, recovery is often like the recollection or rediscovery of something forgotten, a sort of gnosis. This shift in perception I can only call mystical.


This flies in the face of another predominant assumption: that the universe is ultimately without purpose or meaning. It challenges claims like that made by the cosmologist Steven Weinberg that ‘the more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless’31 and that we live in an ‘overwhelmingly hostile universe’.32 So according to the worldview of strict scientific materialism, when I’m depressed, I’m seeing the world more accurately, and when I recover, I become more deluded. I’m sure I’m not the only one to sense that there is something significantly wrong with this picture.


Harald Walach, writing in the Galileo Commission Report, suggests that one problem with a rigid adherence to mechanistic, materialistic approaches is that it trivialises and individualises this sort of experience. In a world that is inherently without purpose, meaning, or value, then such experiences can only ever be ‘individual constructions’,33 essentially illusions of the brain generated by biology for purposes of survival. This cuts off the possibility that such states of consciousness might be letting us access deeper aspects of reality. Walach:




The experience of meaning is itself an act of consciousness, or a gift of consciousness. In its widespread lack we see the consequence of a worldview that has relegated subjectivity to the margins or irrelevance and made consciousness a derivative of brain physiology.34





In other words, the kind of approach advocated by Dennett, Seth, and quite a few others acts to shut down rather than open up what might be important avenues of inquiry for individuals and for the culture as a whole. Avenues that might be essential to explore, given the multifaceted ‘polycrisis’ faced by our global civilisation in the twenty-first century.


Mechanistic Materialism and Power


If the worldview of scientific materialism is causing so much damage, why does it remain dominant? In part, likely because such a world-picture is supported by vested interests with considerable resources. Douglas Rushkoff, in his book on the Silicon Valley billionaires, points out that the view of ‘humans as hardware’ is very convenient to big tech. These ‘views are entirely […] compatible with business models that [depend] upon manipulating human beings instead of empowering them […] exploiting them for profit rather than giving them opportunities for collective creativity’.35


Similar views are expressed by sociologist Brian Martin, who is interested in why alternative views of consciousness might be marginalised in a capitalist, high-tech society. He points to the pervasive influence of power and wealth on research agendas, and suggests that there might be pragmatic reasons why post-materialist views of consciousness are marginalised:




It is plausible to argue that materialism is a useful belief system for keeping researchers and citizens oriented to serving the economy and the state rather than being ‘distracted’ by the pursuit of spiritually transcendent experiences. Philosophical materialism has an apparent affinity to the sort of acquisitive materialism that underpins capitalist economies.36





So there are reasons why hard-line, scientific materialism gets promoted favourably and other approaches get marginalised. Reasons that have little to do with science per se. The problem is that this is having a distorting effect on science. Neuroscientist Jennifer Lee offers a fairly powerful critique of the current situation. Despite money being ‘thrown’ at basic neuroscience research, and plenty of hype, we




still know next to nothing about how the brain works. Moreover, though they exist, examples of emancipatory neural technologies that empower everyday people are hard to find. Instead, tepid advances in neuroscience in the coming decade will likely resemble “quick, marketable wins” in the areas of neural wearables, brain–computer interfaces, and “neuroeconomics” […].37





This paints a fairly bleak picture of the immediate future, a picture that tends to be reinforced by the recent Davos session on the possibility of companies using ‘mind-reading’ tech to spy on their employees’ very thoughts.38 Also, with the historian Noah Yuval Harari’s statement that human beings are now ‘hackable animals’.39 One has to ask who, exactly, benefits from this grim picture, and why it’s being pushed so hard. The most obvious candidates are authoritarian governments and corporations.


One would also think from such pronouncements that contemporary neuroscience is approaching omniscience. And yet, at the same time, researchers have been discovering significant limits to neuroimaging technologies and AI. For example, a recent study found that machine learning failed to identify individuals suffering from major depression, based upon their brain function.40 This indicates that despite the hype, a slavish approach to brain functioning alone might well fail to answer many of the fundamental questions with which people are plagued. This means that the search for alternative approaches assumes a fresh urgency in an era of resurgent AI and corporate-dominated neuroscience.


The Plan of This Book


This book attempts to answer two questions. First, what lies beyond the functional, mechanistic and materialistic conception of life and consciousness? Second, why does that matter today? In Chapter 2, I’ll explore why the mystery of consciousness remains ‘hard’, and why there are reasons to doubt that the mystery will be resolved in mechanistic terms, as Seth suggests. After this, I’m going to challenge the idea that the advance of science has involved the inevitable rejection of psychic phenomena. The actual history of science suggests far more interesting and nuanced perspectives.


In Chapter 4, I’ll offer a defence of studying paranormal experiences, and suggest reasons why they can’t be dismissed as ‘woo-woo’ or ‘pseudo-science’. Chapter 5 will look at the best evidence in experimental parapsychology, and Chapter 6 why the research has been so fiercely resisted by organised ‘skeptics’. Following this is a look at the recent controversies over the nature of mystical states, a topic that’s become more or less mainstream because of the psychedelic revival. After this, we’ll look at the various expanded world-pictures that have been proposed to accommodate the full range of exceptional human experiences.


The last two chapters will change gear somewhat. Chapter 9 will critique proposed, high-tech, ultra-capitalist ‘solutions’ for the twenty-first-century ‘polycrisis’. I will argue that purely materialist, high-tech solutions are already failing humanity in important ways, and that this failure must spur a search for alternatives. The final chapter will outline more humane alternatives and how exceptional human experiences might fit into a more benign tomorrow.


The purpose of this book is to encourage open enquiry. I hope that any reader who feels a little lost, alienated, or disturbed by the aggressive scientism and technology-worship of the current moment might take heart from the idea that there are alternative, more open approaches. These approaches reject neither science nor technology, but they do insist upon a more humanistic outlook that’s sensitive to the vast, but often hidden, range of human experience.


A Note on Terminology


In this book, I’ll use ‘psychic phenomena’ and ‘psi’ interchangeably as umbrella terms for telepathy, clairvoyance, precognition, and psychokinesis (psychokinesis being the alleged ability to affect the material world directly by the mind alone). Telepathy and clairvoyance are also sometimes called extrasensory perception (ESP). I will also make use of the psychologist Elisabeth Lloyd Mayer’s phrase ‘extraordinary knowing’.41 ‘Exceptional human experiences’ (EHEs) refer to the full range of experiences that seem to lie beyond ‘ordinary’, waking states of consciousness. Many such experiences have also been called ‘transpersonal’, which means that they go beyond the personal ego of the individual. Psychic phenomena are one type of EHE; mystical experiences are another. Mystical experiences have many dimensions, but one important feature is that they seem to transform the world for the participant, and lend it significance that is not apparent in ordinary, waking states.




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
What Lies Beyond

Consciousness Science, the Paranormal,
and the Post-Material Future

Matt Colborn

London, UK
Washington, DC, USA





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
WHAT
LIES
BEYOND

Consciousness, Science, the Paranormal,
and the Post-Material Future






OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
®

Collectivelnk





OEBPS/images/half.jpg
What Lies Beyond

Consciousness Science, the Paranormal,
and the Post-Material Future





