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REINCARNATION








To kill an error is as good a service as, and sometimes better than, the establishing of a new truth or fact.


—Charles Darwin





Only that person is wise who finds everything in life but also finds nothing in death but death. To the intelligent person, life is its own end; for that very reason, it is a preparation for nothing.


—Ludwig Feuerbach





From time to time strange sects arise that endeavor to strike out extraordinary paths to eternal happiness. Religious insanity is very common in the United States.


—Alexis de Tocqueville





Do not feel envious of the happiness of those who live in a fool’s paradise, for only a fool will think that it is happiness.


—Bertrand Russell
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To Dr. Morton Herskowitz








Introduction

It is well-known that the main philosophical tenets of Christianity and Judaism—belief in God, life after death, and miracles—have been subjected to a devastating critical examination by a number of the greatest Western philosophers. Hume, Diderot, Kant, Mill, and Bertrand Russell are just some of the names that occur to one at once in this connection. No Western philosopher has offered a similarly detailed critique of reincarnation and the related doctrine of Karma probably because very few people in the West had taken these theories seriously. Unfortunately this is no longer true. The belief in reincarnation and Karma has been steadily gaining support in recent decades. This is no doubt due to the decline of Christianity, but it is also, very regrettably, one aspect of the tide of irrationalism that has been flooding the Western World, especially the United States. There is an urgent need for a comprehensive and systematic evaluation of reincarnation and Karma and the present volume is designed to fill this gap.


I have attempted to state, fairly and fully, all the main arguments offered in support of reincarnation and Karma. I have tried to show that this evidence is worthless. It has been claimed that such facts as child prodigies, déjà vu experiences, hypnotic regressions, and the reincarnation memories of a number of children, mainly in India and in other countries where belief in reincarnation is widespread, can only be explained by reincarnation. None of these claims stands up under critical examination.


I also try to show that there are grave conceptual problems connected with these doctrines. I try to show that the law of Karma is no law at all, offering only post hoc explanations. Reincarnationism is not an empty theory in the same way, but many facts are clearly inconsistent with it. These facts include, but are not limited to, population increases, the fact that life in the universe is relatively recent, and various features of evolutionary history. There are other more basic reasons for rejecting reincarnation. One of these concerns personal identity. Neither of the two criteria for personal identity—bodily continuity and memory—are satisfied in alleged cases of reincarnation. There is also the altogether fatal problem of specifying a credible way in which a person can come to inhabit another body after its original body has died. Reincarnationists are committed to the absurd notion of an astral or “spiritual” body and the even more absurd view that such a body invades the prospective mother’s womb at conception or at some stage during gestation. Finally, we have enormous evidence that the mind or consciousness cannot exist without the brain. Reincarnation-ists and other friends of the occult get extremely irritated and defensive when the brain-mind dependence facts are mentioned, but their irritation will not make these disturbing facts go away.


I refer to the problems of finding a way in which the mind of a human being could make its transition from one body to another as the “modus operandi problem.” This problem also arises in connection with the belief in a God who is supposed to interfere in the world. I have added to the main body of the book an “Irreverent Postscript” on the difficulties that believers face in this connection. This postscript is “irreverent” but entirely serious. I don’t think that believers have an answer.


The description just offered does not cover the entire scope of the book. I have also dealt in considerable detail with the claims of leading figures of the new immortality movement which arose in the United States in the mid-1970s. The writers targeted in this connection are Elisabeth Kübler-Ross; Raymond Moody, the author of the bestselling Life After Life; Karlis Osis and Erlandur Haraldsson, who specialize in deathbed visions; and Stanislav Grof and Joan Halifax, who have argued that certain experiences during LSD sessions support reincarnation as well as other supernaturalistic theories.


I have not discussed one phenomenon on which some reincarnationists base their views. This is Xenoglossy, the alleged capacity of some individuals to understand and speak a language they did not learn in their present life. This topic has been treated in two splendid articles by Professor Sarah G. Thomason, a professional linguist, and in Ian Wilson’s Mind Out of Time. I could not add anything of significance to their discussions and I refer the interested reader to their publications*


The writer most frequently criticized in this book is Professor Ian Stevenson of the University of Virginia. I should like to make it clear that there is nothing the least bit personal in these comments. I have never met Professor Stevenson. I have occasionally corresponded with him and he has always courteously responded to requests for reprints of his publications. He has written more fully and more intelligibly in defense of reincarnation than anybody else and this is the only reason why he features so prominently in my discussions.


In 1986–1987, I published a four-part series of articles, “The Case Against Reincarnation,” in Free Inquiry, and something should be said about the relation between that series and the present book. Space limitations prevented me from discussing several significant aspects of the subject in the articles and they are now covered in considerable detail. The discussion of the other topics that were covered in the Free Inquiry series has been greatly expanded. The articles generated a great deal of correspondence, a selection of which was published in the Fall 1987 issue of Free Inquiry. Most of the correspondents expressed their relief and pleasure that the case against reincarnation had at last been presented to a wide public. A letter I particularly cherish referred to my “irrepressible Voltairean sense of humor.” The pronouncements of many religious apologists lend themselves to such treatment, but reincarnationists are perhaps better at offering wild absurdities than the apologists for Christianity and Judaism. I don’t think I have missed too many Voltairean opportunities.


I am indebted to my good friend Professor Michael Wreen, who read the whole manuscript and made innumerable helpful suggestions. I also wish to thank Tim Madigan and Champe Ransom for reading several chapters and offering valuable advice. Two good friends and former students, Pattie Eaton and Chris Padgett, helped me with the research for the original Free Inquiry articles. There was no way of expressing my gratitude at the time and I am happy to do so now. I am greatly obliged to Professor Bruce Reichenbach for sending me his publications on Karma and the work of other writers which I could not have easily obtained. I also want to thank my friend John Beloff, the editor of the Journal of the Society for Psychical Research, for repeatedly supplying me with bibliographical material. Joe Nickell kindly helped me to track down material about Sathya Sai Baba, a holy miracle worker who has a huge following in India and who has also impressed some Western writers. Finally, I wish to thank Susan Tiller, who has been typing all my manuscripts for close to twenty years. She is not only a superb typist, but she has also been a wonderfully supportive friend.



* S. G. Thomason, “Do You Remember Your Previous Life’s Language in Your Present Incarnation?” American Speech (1984), and “Past Tongues Remembered?” Skeptical Inquirer (Summer 1987). Wilson’s book was published in London and New York in 1982. The discussions of Xenoglossy occur in Chapters 5 and 6. There is a reply to Thomason by R. Almeder in Skeptical Inquirer (Spring 1988). The same issue contains a rejoinder by Thomason.
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Reincarnation and Karma

The beliefs in reincarnation or rebirth and in the Law of Karma are generally held together, but they are logically distinct theories. There are numerous arguments that, if valid, would prove reincarnation without proving Karma, and conversely there are objections to the doctrine of Karma that do not automatically refute reincarnation. The main purpose of this book is to examine the arguments that support both theories, showing their fatal flaws, and to offer a number of reasons for rejecting both of them.

Reincarnation may be defined as the belief that human beings do not, as most of us assume, live only once, but on the contrary live many, perhaps an infinite number of lives, acquiring a new body for each incarnation. An important difference between reincarnation and Western beliefs in survival is the view that human beings, or rather the souls that inhabit their bodies, do not have a beginning. Incarnations stretch infinitely into the past. In the Hindu Bhagavad Gita, which dates back to about 500 B.C.E., and thus precedes the rise of Buddhism, Krishna, the god of love, assures his as-yetunenlightened companion Arjuna that grief and sorrow are quite inappropriate emotions in relation to the death of somebody we loved. The reason is that a human being will live forever and that “the eternal in man cannot die.” A person’s birth is not the beginning of his existence, nor is his death the end:


We have all been for all time: I, and thou, and those kings of men. And we all shall be for all time, we all for ever and ever.1



The last sentence of this passage must not be misunderstood as meaning that the series of incarnations will also stretch into the future without limit. Eventually those who have lived sufficiently good lives will attain a state of enlightenment and reach Nirvana, which is not, as is frequently supposed, the absence of all consciousness, but a kind of Absolute or Cosmic Consciousness. Recent Western converts to reincarnation who have been brought up in a Judeo-Christian background have great difficulty with the notion of an infinite past, and in most cases they simply ignore this question. They also do not seem to concern themselves with the question of the “ultimate” fate of the soul. Their main concern seems to be that death, i.e., the death after the present life, should not be the end, and a few additional lives would probably be quite sufficient to appease their longings.

Belief in reincarnation comes in many forms. Reincarnationists in the West and also the more sophisticated Eastern believers teach that human beings always inhabit human bodies; all their previous incarnations were in human bodies and the same is true of their later lives. However, it has also been a widely held belief that the body into which a person migrates is not necessarily another human body, it can be that of an animal, a plant, or even an inanimate object. According to a well-known story, Pythagoras stopped someone from beating a dog, because he had recognized the voice of a friend in the yelping of the dog. The late Austrian conductor Herbert von Karajan did not claim to have been an animal in a previous life, but he was sure that he would return as an eagle. In the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad it is taught that some wicked human beings are reborn as insects—wasps, gnats, and mosquitoes. The Harvard anthropologist Oscar Lewis, who studied the behavior and beliefs of peasants in an Indian village, was told that people guilty of serious crimes may in a future life sink so low as to become jars.2 Presumably it is believed that such jars have an inner life; they cannot communicate with anybody but they realize their fate as a dreadful deprivation. According to The Tomorrow of Death, a book published in Boston in 1888, “the soul of a musically inclined child” may not have come from a human being at all but from “the nightingale, the sweet singer of our woods.” As for children with a talent for architecture, it only stands to reason that they should have inherited “the soul of a beaver, the architect of the woods and waters.”3 The author of this charming work does not express any opinion about how some New York City landlords acquired their blackmailing proclivities. My own opinion is that they once were sharks. It is widely believed that the poet Edith Sitwell was a flamingo in an earlier life and there cannot be a serious doubt that Winston Churchill had once been a bulldog. Bull terriers, the lovable little dogs whose noses look as though they had been bashed in, were probably prize fighters in a previous life. As for Marlene Dietrich, the general consensus now is that she once was an emu. There seems to be no other way of explaining her treatment of her daughter, Maria Riva.4 J. Edgar Hoover was almost certainly a praying mantis5 and the same is probably true of Richard Nixon and his criminal associates who brought us Watergate. I will mostly confine myself to the less colorful version of reincarnationism, which maintains that human beings can incarnate only in human bodies. I will do this both because it is the view of most Western believers and also because I have to admit, rather reluctantly, that it is slightly less vulnerable to criticism.

It is not easy to find a clear and unambiguous statement of the Law of Karma. However, insofar as it concerns the immediate human scene, the basic idea is quite straightforward. The doctrine maintains that the world is just, and justice is equated with retribution. Everything good that happens to a human being is a reward for some previous good deed, and everything bad that happens is punishment for an evil deed. As we shall see later, far larger claims are also made, but for the time being it will be convenient to ignore them. It should also be mentioned that, although many supporters of Karma, especially Hindus, believe in gods or in a supreme God, many others do not. In the West, reincarnation and Karma are frequently offered as an alternative philosophy to those of theism and deism.

Believers in Karma have a very simple-minded conception of moral problems. It is tacitly assumed that for every moral question there is a clear-cut, objectively valid answer. A person is punished for his wrong acts and rewarded for those which are right, and there can be no question about the wrongness or rightness of the acts. There are two objections to such a view. In the first place, many philosophers deny that moral judgments can ever be objectively valid; but, perhaps equally important, even if the objectivity is not questioned, very often the issues are so complex that intelligent and decent people will disagree about the correct answer. I do not propose to press these objections and to assume, for the sake of argument, that moral judgments are in some significant sense objective and that there are definite answers to all or most moral issues.

Believers in Karma are fond of quoting St. Paul’s statement in his letter to the Galatian churches that “whatever a man sows, that he shall also reap,” and they regard this statement as a law as descriptive of the world as the laws of the natural sciences. Thus the late Dr. Raynor Johnson, a Christian reincarnationist who was for many years Master of Queens College of the University of Melbourne, asserted that “whether in the field of action or thought, some time and somewhere a man will reap the fruits of whatever he has sown,” adding that we have here a “reasonable law of justice which runs through the world on all levels” and applies “equally to good and evil things.”6 Professor Joseph Prabhu, an Indian Buddhist currently teaching in the United States, explains that the “reaping” may but need not occur in the present life. If the reaping does not come in the present life, it will surely happen “in some later one.” Not infrequently disasters occur in a person’s life that cannot reasonably be regarded as the appropriate punishment for anything he has done. This is particularly obvious in the case of “children and infants stricken with illnesses or handicaps.” It must not for a moment be thought that these children and infants are innocent of wrongdoing. Quite the opposite is true: their illnesses and handicaps are the fully deserved punishment of “some crime committed in a previous life.”7 The same line of reasoning is found in the writings of Christmas Humphreys, a distinguished English prosecutor who founded the British Buddhist Society in 1924 and who until his recent death was one of the-leading figures in Anglo-Saxon Buddhism. Humphreys illustrates the Karmic teaching by considering the “biblical inquiry” into the responsibility for the blindness of men born blind. To the question “Who did sin, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” the believer in Karma answers that it must have been the blind man himself who had sinned. In a previous life he had behaved so “as to cause … the effect of his blindness.”8 This passage is quoted from Buddhism, a Penguin Book that was published in 1951 and must have had very wide circulation. In 1983, when he published a new edition of Karma and Rebirth, Humphreys had not softened his attitude in any way. “He who suffers,” he writes, “suffers from his deliberate use of his own free will.” We must not show any sympathy for “cripples, dwarfs, and those born deaf or blind,” because their afflictions “are the products of their own past actions.”9 Instead of bewailing these afflictions, we should assist “the newborn brain to appreciate its own responsibility and to produce new causes whose result will be the undoing of the evil whose results are manifest.10 I frankly find these sentiments unbearably cruel and I wonder if Humphreys really practiced what he preached. It never seems to have occurred to him that he just might be mistaken. As we shall see later in this book, it is quite certain that he was.




Reincarnation and Dualism

It is evident that reincarnationism makes several huge assumptions that have been the target of severe criticisms by Western philosophers in recent decades and, in some instances, for many centuries. To begin with, reincarnation logically presupposes an extreme form of dualism. If we include as dualists all those who agree that mental events and processes cannot be identified either with actual and possible behavior or with any bodily states or processes, then we may distinguish the more moderate variety, which holds that a person is both a mind and a body, from the extreme form, which maintains that a person is his mind and that the body is simply one of his possessions. Classic statements of the more extreme form of dualism are found in Plato and Descartes. “Soul is utterly superior to body,” Plato wrote and


what gives each one of us his being is nothing else but his soul; whereas the body is no more than a shadow that keeps us company. So it is well said of the deceased that the corpse is only a ghost.11



“I am a substance,” according to Descartes


whose whole essence or nature is to be conscious and whose being requires no place and depends on no material thing. Thus this self, that is to say the soul, by which I am what I am, is entirely distinct from the body, and is even more easily known; and even if the body were not there at all, the soul would be just what it is.12



It is clear that reincarnationists are committed to the more extreme form of dualism. A person’s body is different in every incarnation, but he is the same since it is the same mind or soul that animates all the different bodies. In the words of the Bhagavad Gita:


As a man leaves an old garment and puts on one that is new, the Spirit leaves his mortal body and then puts on one that is new.13



To refute reincarnationism it is quite sufficient to show that the extreme form of dualism is untenable; and I think that the great majority of contemporary philosophers—reductive materialists, identity-theorists, and moderate dualists (including epiphenomenalists among the last group)—would unhesitatingly agree that the extreme form of dualism is quite indefensible.

Not only is reincarnation opposed to all of the most widely held views on the mind-body problem, it also follows from what has been said that it is opposed to one of the major current theories about personal identity. This view holds that however much more than a body a human being may be, personal identity involves bodily continuity. If we refer to this view as “corporealism” it should be emphasized that it is not the same as either reductive materialism or the identity theory. These do indeed presuppose corporealism, but the reverse is not true. What concerns us here is that, unless corporealism can be shown to be false, reincarnation is ruled out from the start.

Finally, although a reincarnationist need not hold the view that the mind can or ever does exist without a bodily foundation or concomitant, he is committed to the assumption that a person’s mind does not require the particular body or brain with which it is connected in the present life. This follows from the claim that in other lives the mind will be tied to different bodies and brains. I shall try to show in the last chapter that this assumption of the causal independence of the mind from the person’s body and brain is almost certainly false.

I should add that a number of contemporary philosophers who are not materialists would even object to what I have called the moderate version of dualism on the ground that although there is indeed such a thing as the body, there is no such “thing” as the mind. The body and the mind, in technical language, do not have the same ontological status. There are mental events and processes—feelings, thoughts, dreams, and sensations—but there is no “mind” over and above them. The word “mind” is a noun just like the word “body” and we automatically assume that both stand for things. Only the “snare of language,” wrote Nietzsche in the Genealogy of Morals, “blinds us” to the fact that there is no mind. The view that a human being is a body “and” a mind is also objectionable because the relation between physical and mental facts is much closer than this formulation suggests. It would be better to call a person an “animated body.” I will return to some of these questions in later chapters. For the time being, so as not to foreclose discussion, I will assume that some form of fairly conventional dualism is acceptable.




The Logical Advantages of Reincarnation Over Other Forms of Survival

Several writers, including some famous philosophers, have insisted that reincarnation has certain logical advantages over other forms of survival and as a result is less inherently incredible. We shall find that some of these advantages are illusory, but others are quite real.

In the first place, although many Eastern reincarnationists do believe in a “higher region,” this is not an essential part of the theory and it is quite consistent for a rein-carnationist to rule out any kind of “beyond.” This means that reincarnationists can dispense with anything like heaven and hell. Survival is said to take place right here on earth, not in a mysterious realm whose location cannot be specified and which has never been seen or otherwise observed by anybody. Next, reincarnationism seems to be able to dispense with the notion of the disembodied mind as the vehicle of survival. Many liberal Protestants are stuck with this view and, although believers who follow Aquinas take the position that the soul will eventually be united with a resurrected body, they are committed to a disembodied mind at least for the period between death and the availability of the resurrected body. Now, the notion of a disembodied mind seems to many philosophers quite incoherent; but even if it is not incoherent, it appears incompatible with the evidence from neurology concerning the dependence of consciousness on the brain. The other main form of survival believed in the West involves the notion that after we die our bodies will be resurrected. Except for a small number of professional theologians, this view seems nowadays as incredible to educated believers as to nonbelievers. Reincarnationists have not been slow to heap scorn on it. Thus Professor C. J. Ducasse, the leading philosophical supporter of reincarnation in recent decades, protests that nothing in the position of reincarnationists is remotely as paradoxical as the belief in the “resurrection of the flesh,” which is or was accepted by many Christians “notwithstanding the dispersion of the dead body’s material by cremation or by incorporation of its particles into the living bodies of worms, sharks, or vultures.”14 Ducasse does not address himself to the more sophisticated version of resurrectionism, which teaches that somehow, somewhere replicas of our original bodies will be created to serve as the physical underpinning of our conscious lives. Aside from presenting serious problems concerning personal identity, such a claim strikes most people as utterly fantastic, no less fantastic than the literal resurrection of the flesh. Both forms of resurrectionism also require the assumption of a Resurrector. This amounts to the assumption that there is a God and that God resurrects all or at least many human beings. Reincarnationists are not burdened with these purely ad hoc assumptions. Many Christian theologians proceed as if there is no difficulty about resurrection. I must therefore emphasize that we are not informed where and how these resurrections take place; and of course nobody has ever observed them.

Another advantage or apparent advantage of reincarnation may be described as its “symmetry” as opposed to the “asymmetry” of Western beliefs in survival. In a well-known passage Santayana observed that “the fact of having been born is a bad augury for immortality.”15 Santayana was only concerned to point out the antecedent implausibility of Western beliefs in survival. Schopenhauer and Hume made similar remarks with the explicit purpose of showing the logical superiority of reincarnation or, as Hume preferred to call it, “metempsychosis.” “Judaism,” Schopenhauer wrote, “together with the two religions which sprang from it, teach the creation of man out of nothing.” It then becomes a “hard task” to “link on” to beings with a finite past, “an endless existence a parte post.”16 Unlike Schopenhauer, Hume did not believe in reincarnation, but he also regarded it as logically superior to the Christian view. “Reasoning from the common course of nature,” he observes in a passage that has frequently been quoted by reincarnationists, we must hold that “what is incorruptible must also be ingenerable,” and hence that “the soul, if immortal, existed before our birth.”17Alittle later he adds that “the metempsychosis is the only system of this kind that philosophers can harken to.”18

Emphasis on the superiority of reincarnation because of its avoidance of the asymmetry of the Western view is usually accompanied in the writings of reincarnationists by scornful comments about the absurdity and incredibility of the Christian doctrine of “special creation,” which holds that at conception God infuses a soul into a newly formed embryo. “If we claim that some divine power creates the soul,” writes Irving S. Cooper, one of my favorite theosophists, “it is rather difficult to explain why the exercise of that power is dependent upon the sexual passion of man.”19 Similarly, Professor Ducasse speaks of “the shocking supposition,” among Christians that when two human beings mate, “be it in wedlock or in wanton debauchery” an infinitely loving God creates “outright from nothing,” an immortal human soul and that “arbitrarily with a particular one out of many possible sets of latent capacities and incapacities.”20

I unreservedly endorse these criticisms of the Christian position. It seems ludicrous that something as important as the creation of a soul that is going to exist forever should be tied to such accidents as the failure of a birth-control appliance. It is safe to say that educated Christians and Jews do not believe in the special creation of the soul any more than atheists and agnostics and that they adopt a completely naturalistic view about the origin of human beings—their psychological no less than their physical attributes.




The Body Snatchers

Like other minority groups, especially those advocating positions that are widely regarded as preposterous, Western reincarnationists frequently present lists of famous men and women who shared their views. The suggestion is of course that the theory cannot be absurd if it has such distinguished backers. Pythagoras, Plato, Empedocles, Plotinus, the Cambridge Platonists, Goethe, Shelley, Schopenhauer, and Victor Hugo are usually included among the philosophers and creative writers who were reincarnationists. These names appear quite properly on the lists although it should be pointed out that while Goethe and Shelley did say things that implied they were rein-carnationists, they also frequently made statements implying quite a different outlook. Goethe on several occasions called himself a disciple of Lucretius and in his earlier years Shelley was an ardent exponent of the atheistic materialism of Holbach and other Encyclopedists. Most reincarnationists are not aware that the admirable G. E. Lessing, the German playwright, philosopher, and champion of religious toleration, sympathized with reincarnation, but they do almost invariably mention the less admirable Henry Ford and the still less admirable George Patton, Jr.

I do not begrudge the reincarnationists their big names, but for the historical record I must protest their appropriation of numerous distinguished persons who most emphatically did not believe in reincarnation. Mory Bernstein, the author of The Search for Bridey Murphy, includes Julius Caesar, Spinoza, and T. H. Huxley in his list. There is not the slightest evidence that either Caesar21 or Spinoza believed in reincarnation or in any doctrine bearing even a remote likeness to it. I am not an expert on Spinoza, but I could not remember reading anything that seemed an endorsement of reincarnation. To make sure, I consulted Professor Lee Rice of Marquette University, a specialist in the period, and he fully confirmed my impression.22 The inclusion of T. H. Huxley is more excusable. In “Evolution and Ethics,” the Romanes Lecture of 1893, Huxley compared the idea of “heredity of character” with “what the Indian philosophers call ‘Karma.’” Here he does sound like a reincarnationist, but he was in fact nothing of the kind. Huxley was a proponent and in fact a pioneer of epiphenomenalism,23 a theory about the body-mind problem which implies that human beings do not survive the death of their bodies in any form whatsoever.

David Hume appears on Bernstein’s list and on practically every other one with which I am familiar. To the best of my knowledge the only statement about reincarnation (or “metempsychosis”) found in Hume’s work is the one quoted above—“the soul, if immortal, existed before our life”—and it does not of course assert or imply the truth of metempsychosis. In the same essay (“Of the Immortality of the Soul”) Hume supports in no uncertain terms the body-mind dependence argument that is presented in chapter 17 of this book. Numerous statements in his correspondence and conversation make it abundantly clear that for him death meant annihilation. On July 7, 1776, James Boswell, a fellow Scot, took it upon himself to visit the dying Hume to discover whether he persisted in his “infidelity” even when “he had death before his eyes.” Much to his astonishment he found Hume entirely serene. To Boswell’s question if “it was not possible that there might be a future state” Hume answered that it was possible that a piece of coal put on the fire would not burn, calling belief in an afterlife a foolish and absurd notion. To Boswell’s question if the thought of death ever gave him any “uneasiness” he answered “not the least,” quoting the remark by Lucretius that nonexistence after death is no more painful than nonexistence before birth. Boswell, who considered himself a pious Christian, was temporarily shaken in his own faith. “I was like a man in sudden danger eagerly seeking his defensive arms,” he later wrote, “and I could not but be assailed by momentary doubt while I had actually before me a man of such strong abilities and extensive inquiry dying in the persuasion of being annihilated.”24

More recently Voltaire and Nietzsche made their appearance as reincarnationists. Practically every apologist writing during the last twenty years quotes Voltaire’s remark that “it is no more surprising to be born twice than it is to be born once.” It is usually suggested that this makes Voltaire a fellow-believer. Nietzsche has been appropriated by Robert Almeder, who lists him as one of the “serious” thinkers who “have argued for reincarnation on purely philosophical grounds.”25

Voltaire’s remark that it is no more surprising to be born twice than once is somewhat enigmatic and cannot be evaluated without a detailed discussion of the different contexts in which we speak of an event as surprising. It most emphatically does not imply that he believed in any kind of survival and we have ample evidence that he was a total unbeliever on this topic. “Is this system [meaning reincarnation],” he asks in his Treatise on Metaphysics, the most systematic of his philosophical writings, “any more probable than the Thousand and One Nights?” He answers that it is “Just the fruit of the lively and absurd imagination of the majority of Oriental philosophers.”26 Just like Hume, Voltaire fully endorsed the body-mind dependence argument. “Reason has taught me,” he writes, that “all the ideas of men and animals come to them through the senses” and it is surely preposterous that men will still have ideas after they have lost their senses. Thinking and feeling are caused by the senses and the brain and it is “a little strange” to suggest that “the results of the organs” continue after the organs themselves have perished. One might as well say that a man will go on eating and drinking without a mouth and stomach. God has connected our capacity for thinking to a certain area of the brain, and it is no more possible for thinking to continue without this organ than it is for the song of a bird to continue after its throat has been destroyed in death. God could indeed have supplied both animals and men with an immortal soul, and he could have arranged matters in such a way that this immortal soul could exist independent of the body, just as he could have made human beings with two noses and four hands, and with wings and claws. God could have given us an immortal soul, but all indications are that he did not. The Treatise was published posthumously. In the works published during his lifetime Voltaire expressed himself with more caution, usually attributing his views to a character in a dialogue.

During the last decade of his active life, Nietzsche embraced the doctrine of eternal recurrence or the Eternal Return, which he had found in some of the ancient philosophers and which he believed to be supported by the physics of his day. The doctrine of the Eternal Return is something quite different from reincarnation. Reincarnation means the transmigration of souls, i.e., incarnations in different bodies. Eternal recurrence means a return in the same body. A believer in the Eternal Return believes in a cyclical universe. Let us suppose that each cycle lasts twenty billion years and let us call the first event A and the last one Z. The Eternal Return asserts that Z will be followed by a repetition of A and then the whole cycle will be repeated ad infinitum. After Richard Nixon resigned a student asked me if I thought that there was any chance of his returning to the presidency since he had not served out the eight-year limit. I thought for a moment and then said, “Only if Nietzsche’s Eternal Return is true, but then of course he will once again be forced to resign and you will once again ask this question. What is more, all of this has already happened an infinite number of times.” It is scarcely credible that Almeder actually read Nietzsche and misconstrued him to be a believer in reincarnation. What seems to me more likely is that he looked at Reincarnation in World Thought, a huge propaganda anthology edited by J. Head and S. L. Cranston, which is sometimes regarded as a standard work on the subject. Head and Cranston do include numerous selections defending reincarnation, but they also include a great deal that is not really relevant to their subject, e.g., the inability of Bertrand Russell’s son to conceive anything in the past without his being present or Winston Churchill’s statement that he does not believe in life after death. There is a section on Nietzsche that reprints some of his discussions of the Eternal Return but nothing is said either in the title or in the table of contents indicating that the extracts are not about reincarnation. A casual browser is liable to infer that Nietzsche is another famous philosopher who supported reincarnation. The alternative to this explanation of Almeder’s misclassification is deliberate deceit. I prefer my more charitable assumption.




Choosing Our Parents or McTaggart’s Hats

According to reincarnationism the biological parents are not the cause of their child considered as a total human being. A human being is much more than a body, and what the biological parents contribute is “the body alone.” I am quoting the phrase “the body alone” from a book by Christmas Humphreys, the English prosecutor whose harsh views about the guilt of children with hereditary diseases and handicaps I mentioned earlier. Humphreys likens the body to a house built by a landlord and emphasizes that the tenant need not take the house against his will. In the same way, although the “self” or “consciousness” cannot be said to be the creator of its new body, it nevertheless, like a tenant looking for the right house, chooses it as “the instrument most suited to its needs.”27 To illustrate his view Humphreys discusses the inheritance of musical gifts. “In the West,” he writes, “we say that the child of a musical father is musical because of heredity.” Among Buddhists, on the other hand, it would be explained that “the child was born into a musical family because it had developed musical propensity in previous lives” and was therefore “attracted to an environment suitable for the expression of those gifts.”28

A more systematic and sophisticated statement of this view is found in the writings of C. J. Ducasse and J. M. E. McTaggart who were probably the most prominent twentieth-century philosophers to support reincarnation. McTaggart illustrates the way in which reincarnation and inheritance may cooperate to produce a human being by an analogy with the selection of hats, which has frequently been quoted in discussions of reincarnation. McTaggart invites us to consider the fact that if we observe people walking through the streets of a big city like London, “it is extremely rare to meet a man whose hat shows no sort of adaptation to his head.”29 There is no mystery about the cause of this adaptation. A man’s head is never, of course, made to fit his hat and, except in special cases, the hat a man wears was not made to fit his head. The adaptation is the result of his selection “from hats made without any special reference to his particular head” of the hat that will suit his head best. McTaggart is convinced that something similar happens in the choice of parents. A person about to be reborn will choose the parents of his next incarnation according to the similarity of their character to his own, but he would not directly cause the birth of the body in which he will spend his next life.

Ducasse, who is in complete agreement with McTaggart, elaborates their common position by distinguishing between what he calls skills and aptitudes. Swimming, playing the violin, operating a computer, or speaking a language would be instances of skills. These are acquired during our lives, but skills presuppose aptitudes. An aptitude is a latent ability “to acquire more or less easily or well various more particular abilities in response to training and circumstances.”30 Gifts for music, sports, or intellectual pursuits would be examples of aptitudes. To the assertion that biological heredity is what determines one’s native aptitudes, the reply would be that “this is not known to be true of every aptitude an individual is born with.”31 Some of these at least may be “products of his strivings or experiences in earlier lives.” What is more—and here Ducasse refers with approval to McTaggart and his hats—it “might well be” that the nature of the psychological aptitudes of a reincarnating individual determines “his being drawn to birth in a certain body.”32

How do human beings go about choosing their parents, if they really do so? It should be emphasized that the selection here cannot be exactly like the selection of hats or anything else during our earthly lives. For the agents are now “interim” entities. They no longer have their old bodies and they do not as yet have the new ones. As we shall see in chapter 15, the question of just what they are at this stage and where they live is one of the most difficult issues reincarnationists have to face. On one view they are pure minds, on another they are some kind of “spiritual” or astral body. How can such beings choose and, more basically, how can they obtain the information to make a meaningful choice? Several different answers have been put forward. Roshi Yasutani, a Japanese zen master, teaches that “the intermediate being” has the “mysterious power of seeing, feeling, and finding its parents-to-be” and even “to be aware of the sexual intercourse by which it may be conceived.”33 For Francis Story, a leading British Buddhist about whom I shall say more in later chapters, it is a matter of “attraction” perhaps not unlike that exhibited by gravitational and magnetic phenomena. The “thought force” that exists in the interim state:


is attracted to the physical conditions of human procreation which will enable it to remanifest and thus give expression to its craving-potential. The released energy in some way operates on and through the combination of male and female generative cells on much the same principle as that of the electric current working on the filaments in the lamp to produce light.34



The “craving-potential” possesses a “blind creative power” that “adopts and develops” the male and female generative cells, “molding the structure of their growth in such a way as to make it serve its purpose.”35 McTaggart does not quite use Story’s language, but his basic position is the same. To the question of how a person is “brought into connection” with his new body or rather with the parents of his new body, the answer is that it is something like a “chemical affinity.”36 We know that various substances have chemical affinities for one another. They “meet and combine,” separating themselves to do so, from other substances with which they had previously been in connection. There is nothing stranger or more paradoxical in the notion that “each person enters into connections with the body that is most fitted to be connected with him.”37

A critical reader of these pronouncements will want to ask two questions. First, is there any reason to suppose that any human aptitudes, to use Ducasse’s terminology, require an explanation in terms of reincarnation and cannot be adequately explained by natural causes? I deliberately use the word “natural” rather than “genetic” because it is not at all clear that aptitudes may not be partly caused by environmental influences. Evidently, if they can be explained by a conjunction of genetic and environmental factors, reincarnation becomes just as redundant here as in the case of an explanation in purely genetic terms. It should be noted that Ducasse does not specify a single aptitude that he regards as incapable of a naturalistic explanation. McTaggart talks of the character of people rather than their aptitudes but he too does not point to any character trait that requires a reincarnationist account.

The second critical question concerns the descriptions offered by Yasutani, Story, and McTaggart of the process of selecting prospective parents. It is worth reminding ourselves that in spite of the show of confidence of these writers, none of them has or could have observed the “thought forces” or the quasi-chemical affinity that supposedly leads human beings to appropriate parents. Not only that, but their descriptions are tremendously vague and really border on unintelligibility. I will return to this topic in Chapter 15.




The Alleged Benefits of Belief in Reincarnation

I recently came across the following statement by Henry Ford:


I adopted the theory of reincarnation when I was twenty-six. Religion offered nothing to the point. Even work could not give me complete satisfaction. Work is futile if we cannot utilize the experience we collect in one life in the next. When I discovered reincarnation … time was no longer limited. I was no longer a slave to the hands of the clock…. I would like to communicate to others the calmness that the long view of life gives to us.38



Ford did not claim that belief in reincarnation would improve our character or that it was a deterrent to harmful behavior. This is precisely the kind of thing asserted by C. D. Broad, a very able and influential philosopher of an earlier generation, and by Ian Stevenson, the psychiatrist and parapsychologist whom I already mentioned in the Introduction and to whom I shall be referring repeatedly in this book. It should be explained that Broad was an agnostic on the question of survival, but he did regard reincarnation “on general grounds to be the most plausible form of the doctrine of survival.”39 This sentence is quoted from an article published in 1958. Twenty years earlier Broad had addressed himself to the moral benefits of belief in reincarnation. This belief, he wrote,


furnishes a reasonable motive for right action. We have to conduct our present lives on some postulate or other, positive or negative, about what happens to our minds at the death of our bodies. We shall behave all the better if we act on the assumption that we may survive; that actions which tend to strengthen and enrich our characters in this life will probably have a favorable influence on the dispositions with which we begin our next lives; and that actions which tend to disintegrate our characters in this life will probably cause us to enter on our next life “halt and maimed.” If we suppose that our future lives will be of the same general nature as our present lives, this postulate, which is in itself intelligible and not unreasonable, gains enormously in concreteness and therefore in practical effect on our conduct.40



I will discuss at some length in chapter 7 the case of Edward Ryall, an elderly Englishman who in the 1970s claimed “total recall” of a life in the seventeenth century. Among those who took Ryall seriously and believed it likely that his recollections were veridical was Ian Stevenson, who supplied a highly complimentary introduction to Ryall’s Second Time Around (1974). Stevenson concluded his introduction with remarks about the benefits to the human race resulting from acquaintance with Ryall’s case and “others of its type,” which Stevenson considers “genuine.” Here is the full text of his statement:


I happen to be a person who does not think the times we live in worse than any other. But if they are, then I would attribute the fact not to our widespread materialism as regards physical objects, but to the equally widespread and much more doleful materialism concerning our own natures. I do not think that such materialism creates selfishness and despair, but it certainly encourages them. The idea of a second time around suggests both hope and an incentive to better conduct.41



I hope that Henry Ford really derived some “calmness” from his belief in reincarnation. If he became calmer with age, other causes may well have been responsible. What amazes me is that he did not seem to show the slightest interest in the question of whether the belief in reincarnation was really true, whether there was good evidence for it or perhaps on the contrary strong reasons for rejecting it. I find such an attitude, especially in a reasonably intelligent person, thoroughly immoral because it offends against what Bertrand Russell called the “precept of veracity.”42 It is not only immoral but in the long run exceedingly harmful since it encourages people to believe whatever they like to believe simply because they like it, with the occasional corollary that those who believe otherwise are to be suppressed. As for Broad and Stevenson, who sound here like old-fashioned Christian preachers, not to speak of right-wing Republican orators, their assertions that belief in reincarnation is likely to be “an incentive to better conduct” betrays a totally unrealistic view about human motivation. Confining myself to destructive and antisocial acts, disapproval by other human beings, and the threat of earthly punishments, especially if they are prompt and very probable, frequently do have a deterrent effect. Threats about punishment in the hereafter are too vague and too far in the future to overcome selfish or sadistic impulses. What is more, most “believers” in an afterlife, whether in the familiar Western or the reincarnationist form, do not fully believe in it, if they believe in it at all. Bertrand Russell tells a story about F. W. H. Myers, the classical scholar and pioneer parapsychologist, who asked a man at a dinner table what he thought would happen to him when he died. The man tried to ignore the question, but on being pressed he replied, “Oh well, I suppose I shall inherit eternal bliss, but I wish you wouldn’t talk about such unpleasant subjects.”43 In most people, Russell adds, belief in a hereafter “exists only in the region of conscious thought, and has not succeeded in modifying unconscious mechanisms.”44 Some years ago when this topic came up in a class, a student told the following story. His father, a religious man, was to undergo a serious operation and was understandably very worried. The son tried to reassure him by talking about the high reputation of the surgeon and by quoting statistics about the frequent success of this kind of surgery. The father was not reassured. “Since you believe in life after death,” the son finally said, “you will go on even if the operation is a failure.” “Stop joking, this is serious,” was the father’s reply.




The Plan of This Book

A few words about the supposed benefits of belief in reincarnation were not, I think, out of place here. However, this is not the question with which I am primarily concerned in this book. I am concerned with what may be called the logical standing of reincarnation: Is it true or false or neither? How are we to evaluate the evidence for and against it; and I am also interested in similar questions about the doctrine of Karma. It should be explained here that both Western and Eastern defenders of reincarnation have claimed that their theory is entirely rational. It is alleged to be backed by solid evidence and need not be accepted on faith.

One kind of evidence is the injustice of the world. This fact, together with certain assumptions, is claimed to lead to the conclusion that we must live again. This is the so-called moral argument which I discuss in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 is about Karma. I have tried to show that the so-called Law of Karma is no law at all but a pronouncement without content. Several of the subsequent chapters are devoted to empirical arguments. Chapter 4 deals with child prodigies, déjà vu experiences and various other facts which, it is maintained, are best explained by reincarnation.

Some human beings have claimed to have memories of earlier lives, either spontaneously or under hypnosis. Spontaneous memories are discussed in Chapters 7 and 16; hypnotic regressions in Chapters 5 and 6. Chapter 5 is devoted to the famous case of Bridey Murphy, Chapter 6 to later less well-known cases and also to hypnotic “progressions” in the course of which the subjects are “progressed” into the future.

In Chapter 8 I discuss the view that, corresponding to the principle of conservation of mass and energy accepted by most physicists, there is a conservation principle of “spiritual” energy and that this principle logically leads to a reincarnationist conclusion.

Chapter 11 deals with the claim that certain birthmarks and birth defects are evidence for earlier lives. The main, though not the only, objection to such a claim is that there is no credible “modus operandi” for the transmission of the wounds in the previous body to the new embryo. Later in the book I elaborate on how all forms of reincarnation are beset by unanswerable modus operandi problems.

I discuss in Chapter 13 the view of Dr. Grof, a Czech psychiatrist now living in the United States, and his ex-wife Joan Halifax. They maintain that certain experiences of dying people who had been given LSD are evidence for reincarnation. On his own Dr. Grof reported LSD experiences of psychotic patients which can best be explained on the assumption that they have had previous lives.

In Chapter 15 I discuss what I call the “interregnum”—the realm in which human beings are said to reside between incarnations. It is difficult to give an account of the interregnum existence without introducing the astral body or something of the same general nature. The astral body, as I shall explain in detail, is the immaterial double possessed by every human being. This notion is evaluated in Chapter 9. In this chapter, I show in detail why the notion of the astral body is absurd and why any theory that presupposes its existence must also be absurd.

Chapters 10 and 11 deal with the ideas of Dr. Kübler-Ross. In Chapter 10, after describing her valuable work with dying patients, I discuss her claim that “near death experiences” prove immortality “beyond the shadow of a doubt.” I also discuss the work of other leading figures in the new immortality movement who have received Kübler-Ross’s blessings: Raymond Moody and Karlis Osis and Erlandur Haraldsson. I try to show that their “facts” are for the most part not facts at all and that if we give them every benefit of the doubt, these facts will prove nothing at all. In Moody’s case I also show his utter disingenuousness. In Chapter 11, I discuss Kübler-Ross’s astral adventures and various of her other strange experiences, including a visit from a dead patient.

The objections to reincarnation, other than that it presupposes the existence of an astral body, are discussed in Chapters 14 and 17. In Chapter 14 I cover Tertullian’s argument that in a new incarnation the individual invariably starts as a baby and not at the age at which he died in his previous life, the incompatibility of reincarnation with Darwinian evolution and with the “recency” of life on the earth, and the enormous population increases throughout human history. I have tried to show that this increase is incompatible with most, though not with all, forms of reincarnation. In the same chapter, I explain why the absence of genuine memories of previous lives constitutes powerful evidence against reincarnation.

Chapter 17 deals with the dependence of consciousness on the brain. I try to show that this dependence rules out reincarnation and also almost all other forms of survival after death. As I mentioned in the Introduction, because of its vast implications, this seems to me the most important chapter of the book. Numerous attempts have been made—by reincarnationists as well as by Western believers in survival—to show that the brain-consciousness-dependence argument does not prove or make plausible the view that human beings do not survive death. I examine all major efforts in this direction and find them to be without merit. Regrettable as this conclusion may seem, when we die, we are really dead.

A few words are in order about whether the belief in reincarnation should be regarded as false or as conceptually incoherent. I strongly incline to the latter view because of the nonsensicality of such notions as the invasions of the womb of the prospective mother by the soul or the astral body. If an assertion is conceptually incoherent or meaningless it can be rejected without examining the supposed evidence in its favor. There are, however, a number of reasons for not adopting such a course in the case of reincarnation. For one thing, in the course of presenting their views, reincarnationists make or imply a number of claims that are definitely not meaningless—that apparently accurate memories obtained under hypnosis cannot be explained except by reincarnation, that there cannot be naturalistic explanations for child geniuses, déjà vu experiences and much more, and above all that a person’s consciousness can exist without his brain. All these statements are false and not meaningless. Furthermore, many people, including the present writer, are not emotionally satisfied unless the evidence has been examined just in case the main reincarnation-ist assertion is after all not incoherent.
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 The Moral Argument
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In this chapter I will discuss the so-called moral argument. It is also commonly referred to as the argument from justice, although it could just as appropriately be called “the argument from in justice.” It is used by the great majority of the defenders of reincarnation, the more articulate and educated writers as well as the more primitive believers. It closely resembles the “moral” arguments for the existence of God and life after death found in Kant and numerous Christian and Jewish apologists. To many of its supporters the argument seems so overwhelmingly plausible that they find it difficult to conceive how anybody could fail to see its cogency. Unlike most of the other arguments to be considered, the moral argument would, if valid, prove Karma as well as reincarnation.

The first step in the argument is a declaration that the world as we know it contains a vast amount of injustice. It will be helpful to distinguish three kinds of injustice. To begin with, there is the undeniable fact that human beings are born with very unequal endowments and into environments offering very unequal opportunities. Some are born intelligent, with healthy and handsome bodies; others are born with less intelligence and are sickly or even crippled. Some are born to parents who are affectionate and well-to-do; others into families that are unloving, uneducated, poor, and into a society in which the prospects for happiness are exceedingly slim. Next, there is the suffering later in life resulting from illnesses, accidents, and natural disasters like floods, fires, and earthquakes, which are not in any obvious way due to voluntary human actions. Finally, there is the injustice inflicted by other human beings.

To make the issues involved in this argument come to life I will give two illustrations, the first fictional, the second real. Nathaniel West’s Miss Lonelyhearts is a short novel about how a reporter who has been assigned to cover the “agony column” of his newspaper is caught up in the suffering described in the letters from his readers. The following is a letter signed, “Desperate”:


Dear Miss Lonelyhearts–

I am sixteen years old now and I dont know what to do and would appreciate it if you could tell me what to do. When I was a little girl it was not so bad because I got used to the kids on the block making fun of me, but now I would like to have boy friends like the other girls and go out on Saturday nites, but no boy will take me because I was born without a nose—although I am a good dancer and have a nice-shape and my father buys me pretty clothes.

I sit and look at myself all day and cry. I have a big hole in the middle of my face that scares people even myself so I can’t blame the boys for not wanting to take me out. My mother loves me, but she crys terrible when she looks at me.

What did I do to deserve such a terrible bad fate? Even if I did do some bad things I didnt do any before I was a year old and I was born this way. I asked Papa and he says he doesnt know, but that maybe I did something in the other world before I was born or that maybe I was being punished for his sins. I don’t believe that because he is a very nice man. Ought I commit suicide?1



My second illustration of apparently totally undeserved suffering concerns Sunya Margulies, a six-year-old girl who was critically injured in an accident on May 18, 1993. The accident occurred on Broadway and 78th Street in New York City, half a block from where I live. Sunya was injured when a van forced a car up onto a sidewalk where it hit her and threw her up on the car’s hood. The car slammed into the steel security gate of a restaurant with such force that the crumpled metal smashed a plate-glass window. Sunya had been walking to school with her mother on a beautiful spring morning. Everybody who knew the girl described her as lovely, friendly, and intelligent. The New York Times had a report about the accident but there has been no follow-up and I do not know anything about later developments. Like a religious person I could not help asking myself “Why—why does this sort of thing happen? Why does it happen to anybody, but especially to a lovely girl who is just beginning her life?”

Let me now return to the moral argument for reincarnation. In the remainder of my exposition I will follow Dr. Raynor Johnson and two other Christian reincarnationists, Leslie Weatherhead and Quincey Howe, Jr. After listing numerous instances of injustice, Dr. Johnson mentions “mere chance” and God’s plan as two ways of explaining the facts. Chance is no explanation of anything, and it would be highly paradoxical to saddle a good God with the responsibility for the world’s injustice. He then asks this question:


If neither of these alternatives is acceptable, what explanations have we to offer which carries with it [sic] the reasonable assurance that we live in a just world?2



Fortunately there is a third alternative. We can discover it if we have the courage to extend the “Law of Cause and Effect” from the physical domain to the “levels of desire and thought” and to human behavior and consciousness generally, even if in doing so we endanger the freedom of the will. Surely it is “most improbable” that mental phenomena are any less subject to cause and effect than those that are purely material. Now, if we extend the Law of Cause and Effect to the mental domain we have to maintain that “the grossly unequal conditions of birth and childhood,” to confine ourselves to one form of injustice, “are the results of prior causes.” However, since such causes are “not by any means apparent in the present life,” we must “as a logical necessity” affirm “the pre-existence of souls.” We must affirm that “we are the product of self-generated forces in states of prior existence.”3 In this way we arrive at “the great law of Karma,” which teaches that


Whatsoever a man sows, whether in the field of action or thought, sometime and somewhere the fruits of it will be reaped by him.4



To quote Quincey Howe:


Karma introduces an element of reason and logic into a problem that has vexed many a devout Christian. How are we to believe in a perfect and loving God if He persistently seems to place man in tragic and painful situations?5



Leslie Weatherhead, a liberal Protestant theologian and the author of a well-known book The Agnostic Christian was attracted by reincarnation and Karma because they seem to “make sense of some situations which otherwise seem terribly unjust and beyond understanding.”6

It is amazing that an argument that is so transparently fallacious should have gained such widespread support. First of all, Johnson and all the other reincarnationist writers who argue along the same lines are grossly confused about what extending the “Law of Cause and Effect” to mental phenomena involves. It involves the search for and, where one succeeds, the discovery of causal explanations. It most emphatically does not involve the demonstration that justice in the karmic or any other familiar sense prevails. If we show that a given mental phenomenon is the result of certain conditions or factors, we have causally explained it, regardless of whether it has thereby been shown to be a just reward or punishment. Sometimes indeed, finding the causal explanation of an act may at the same time show it to be just. Thus a child who for the first time reads about the Nuremberg War Crimes Trial will discover why the Nazi leaders were tried and executed. In this case she will simultaneously discover the cause and the justice of the punishment. At other times finding the cause may at the same time reveal the injustice of the deed. In reading various works about the Soviet Union during the Stalinist dictatorship one will find out something about the paranoia and the colossal sadism of the dictator that made him destroy people who were totally innocent of any of the crimes with which they were charged. In learning the cause one will at the same time realize the injustice of the proceedings. Most of the time, however, causal explanations of human actions have nothing to do with justice or injustice. Explaining why a person prefers one restaurant to another or why he has decided to go to a concert rather than to a movie are cases in point; and they could be multiplied indefinitely. Reincarnationists habitually conflate the following two propositions:


	(1) Everything has a cause—the principle of universal causation

	(2) Happiness and unhappiness are always rewards or punishments for past deeds—what we may call the principle of universal retribution.



These are quite distinct claims and neither implies the other. Subject to certain qualifications, (1) is plausible but (2) is not, and it is the latter which reincarnationists need for their argument.

Reincarnationists habitually state the available alternatives inadequately. We saw that Johnson presents us with the three alternatives of “mere chance,” God’s plan, and reincarnation. This simply ignores the theory known as “naturalism,” which holds that all phenomena, if they are caused at all, are the result of natural causes. Needless to say, a naturalist regards the hereditary inequalities of individuals as resulting from purely biological factors. Since he does not go beyond natural phenomena, a naturalist cannot escape the conclusion that the world is not just. Reincarnationists are so wedded to their position that they seem quite incapable of stating naturalism fairly and they also have a tendency to beg crucial issues by the very way in which they formulate their questions. One of the few American philosophers during the period between the two world wars who championed reincarnation was A. G. Widgery, who taught at Duke University for many years. In an article on “Reincarnation and Karma” in The Aryan Path of October 1936 he poses the apparently innocuous question: “Why is an individual born with this or that kind of body?” He complains that “occidental thought” ignores this “problem,” but that the “doctrine of reincarnation” gives an answer to it. It is evident that Widgery will not accept the usual occidental answer in terms of biological causes. He thereby assumes at once, in the very act of raising the question, that there must be a “moral” justification for hereditary endowments and this, by the usual route, leads to good and bad deeds in previous lives. Widgery is not of course alone in begging the question. Johnson assumes that there is an explanation that carries with it “the reasonable assurance that we live in a just world”; Weather-head accepts reincarnation and Karma because they “make sense” of otherwise morally incomprehensible situations, and Quincey Howe maintains that without bringing in Karma we cannot “account for life’s apparent injustice.”7 That the world is just, that it makes moral sense, that we can “account” for the injustice of life is what has to be proved. This is what the unbeliever does not grant.

I cannot resist observing that Johnson and the other supporters of the moral argument leave out a fourth alternative, that of an evil God. I do not myself believe in any God, good or evil, and for reasons I will briefly explain in the “Irreverent Postscript,” I could never believe in a God conceived as a pure mind who interferes in the world. However, if the objections to believing in any God are waived, the theory of an evil God seems to make much more sense than the familiar one of a good God. Only an evil God could have set up the world in such a way that most animals can survive only by killing other animals and that all organisms must age (with all that aging involves) and eventually die. “If the world in which we live,” to quote Bertrand Russell, “has been produced in accordance with a Plan, we shall have to reckon Nero a saint in comparison with the Author of that Plan.”8 However, even without bringing in this fourth alternative, the moral argument obviously fails.

It should be added that the moral argument proceeds in a counterinductive fashion, which in any everyday situation would be dismissed as totally perverse. Let us suppose that in a course of weekly lectures the instructor has been excruciatingly boring the first ten times. It is not impossible that on the eleventh occasion he will have an off day and surprise everybody by being lively and interesting. This is not impossible, but we have no right whatever to infer it from the ten preceding performances. If anything, we have reason to believe that on the eleventh occasion he will be just as tedious. To argue that since the lecturer was boring in all the ten previous classes he will be interesting during the eleventh class is utterly perverse. In the absence of proof that the universe is just, the reasoning of reincarnationists is just as perverse. From the undisputed fact that we have observed vast amounts of injustice in the past, it most certainly cannot be inferred that in the future, here or anywhere else, everything will be perfectly just.

Many years ago, when I was a high school student in Australia, I saw a movie entitled “We Are Not Alone,” which starred the great Paul Muni. It was based on novel by James Hilton, a popular British novelist at that time. The story concerned an English country doctor with a wife who was a hypochondriac and who made his life miserable. He also had a pretty young nurse with whom he was in love. One day the wife took an overdose of one of her medications and died. Local busybodies spread the story that she was murdered by the doctor and his nurse. The two were tried and convicted. In the scene that I remember most clearly they are allowed to meet for the last time the night before the execution. “This cannot be the end,” the nurse tells the doctor, “It just isn’t right.” I forget what the doctor replied.

Ultimately the only reason why naturalism and its consequences that the world is not just are rejected is that they are emotionally unsatisfying. Reincarnationists and also many of the defenders of Western religions cannot bear the thought that good people should suffer and that death should be the end for them. Some of the Eastern defenders of reincarnation are quite frank about this. Thus Swami Nikhilananda, the very able editor of an abridged edition of The Upanishads, maintains that “the theory of total annihilation is not satisfactory,” and prominent among the reasons is the fact that “it is inconsistent with the self-love we all possess.” Such an outlook is understandable, but it is logically indefensible. It does not follow from the fact that something is “inconsistent with our self-love” that it therefore cannot be real. “However ardently I, or all mankind, may desire something, however necessary it may be to human happiness,” to quote Bertrand Russell, “that is no ground for supposing this something to exist. There is no law of nature guaranteeing that mankind should be happy.”9
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 The Law of Karma
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The Law of Karma appears to be an empirical claim, asserting that everything good happening to a human being is a reward for some previous good deed, and everything bad happening to him is punishment for an evil deed. It asserts a causal connection in both directions between two classes of observable phenomena—suffering and happiness are, at least in a broad sense, observable, and so are sinful and meritorious actions. There is admittedly some difficulty about getting a consensus as to what counts as sinful and meritorious behavior, but we may here ignore all problems of this kind. Except for its vastly greater significance, the Law of Karma is regarded by its proponents as entirely comparable to “natural” or scientific laws. Karma, writes Annie Besant, is a “natural law” and as such it “is no more sacred than any other natural law.”1 “The sins of the previous life of the Ego,” to quote Madame Blavatsky, are punished by “this mysterious, inexorable, but in the equity and wisdom of its decrees infallible law.”2


The Pseudo-Empirical Nature of this Law

Now a little reflection shows that the Law of Karma is not an empirical statement and that it is wholly unlike “natural” laws. To begin with, the Law of Karma has no predictive value whatsoever. A simple example will make this clear. Let us suppose that a plane takes off in which all the crew and passengers are, as far as we can tell, thoroughly decent people. The believer in Karma cannot predict any more or less confidently than the unbeliever that the plane will not crash. The best he can do is offer a statistical prediction based not on Karma but on data concerning the safety of airplanes or, perhaps more specifically, of the kind of plane in which these people are flying. Let us now suppose that a madman or a terrorist planted a time bomb on the plane and, furthermore, that it is a very efficiently constructed time bomb. The lunatic, because of his empirical information, can predict with high probability that the plane is going to crash.

It may be argued that the lack of predictive content of Karma is not a serious matter since some scientific laws, notably Darwin’s theory of natural selection, also lack predictive content. I do not think that this comparison is sound, but I will not press the point and will concentrate on a more basic consideration that incorporates whatever is significant in the observation that the Karmic Law is devoid of predictive value.

Scientific laws and indeed all statements that are not empty are not compatible with anything that may happen. All of them exclude some conceivable state of affairs: if such an excluded state of affairs were to obtain, the statement would be false. Just like Boyle’s law or the second law of thermodynamics, Darwin’s theory of natural selection is not compatible with anything.

The Law of Karma on the other hand is compatible with anything. The emptiness of the karmic theory can be seen most clearly if we compare it to another pseudoscientific theory that on analysis turns out to be completely empty. I am thinking of social Darwinism as advocated, for example, by the American sociologist William Graham Sumner. Sumner was a militant opponent of any kind of social legislation that might help the poor, the sick, or even the unemployed, and he justified his stand by reference to the principle that those who are successful have thereby proven their fitness while those who are downtrodden have thereby proven their unfitness and inferiority. The following is a report, provided by one of Sumner’s admirers, of a conversation between Sumner and a student dissenter:


“Professor, don’t you believe in any government aid to industries?”

“No! it’s root, hog, or die.”

“Yes, but hasn’t the hog got a right to root?”

“There are no rights. The world owes nobody a living.”

“You believe then, Professor, in only one system, the contract-competitive system?”

“That’s the only sound economic system. All others are fallacies.”

“Well, suppose some professor of political economy came along and took your job away from you. Wouldn’t you be sore?”

“Any other professor is welcome to try. If he gets my job, it is my fault. My business is to teach the subject so well that no one can take the job away from me.3



There is some evasion in the last statement, in which Sumner talks about his teaching the subject so well that no one else can take the job away from him. Many people who, by all usual standards, are inferior teachers might take his job away from him—by intrigues, by spreading rumors about his private life, or perhaps by such drastic measures as poisoning him. However, what is relevant for our purposes is that Sumner does not know who is fittest until the outcome, until the competition has been resolved. He, Sumner, is the fittest if he keeps his job. If somebody else, X, gets the job in his place, then X has turned out to be the fittest in virtue of his success. It should be remarked parenthetically that in Darwinism or neo-Darwinian theory, as contrasted with Social Darwinism, “fit” can be defined in such a way that it is not synonymous with “surviving” or “winning out,” so that the statement “the fittest tend to win out in the competition for the means of survival” is a synthetic statement and not a tautology. In Social Darwinism, at least in Sumner’s version, the statement that the fittest succeed is a tautology. Sumner does not define “fittest” or “fit” independently of succeeding. We do not have a statement about the connection between two characteristics but two words for the same characteristic. The theory is empty and totally post hoc. We know who is fittest only after the issue has been resolved. Sumner’s claim is consistent with anything whatever. Sumner himself had no doubt that socialist revolutionaries would never win out; but, if they had, they would automatically have shown themselves to be the fittest.

It is easy to see that the Law of Karma is also compatible with anything and hence totally empty. Let us suppose that a horrible criminal like Hitler is finally brought to justice. This of course confirms the principle since the criminal’s suffering was the result of his evil deeds. Suppose, however, that a person who, according to all the best available information, is decent and kind comes to a bad end, as the result of being run over by a drunken driver, a judicial frameup, or perhaps because of some dreadful illness. Would this disconfirm the principle? Not at all. It only shows that in a previous life he committed evil deeds of which his present suffering is the just punishment. Let us suppose that we know that the next incarnation of this individual is going to be one long horrendous nightmare of torture and persecution. Would this show that the Law of Karma is not true? Not at all: It would only show that his sins in past lives were so enormous that the disasters of his present life were insufficient punishment.

In 1965 there was an instructive exchange in the Philosophical Quarterly, an Indian publication not to be confused with the Scottish journal of the same name, between Professor Warren E. Steinkraus, a liberal Christian with an interest in Oriental philosophy, and Professor G. R. Malkani, a Hindu believer in Karma. Professor Steinkraus expressed his consternation as to how the Law of Karma can be reconciled with the staggering sufferings experienced by a great many people:


The punishments do not fit the crime. Some of the miseries of disease and the excruciating pains of injuries suffered by human beings would not be inflicted by the most vindictive of human judges for the most heinous crimes.4



Steinkraus concludes by raising the question:


Can the defender of Karma admit that some suffering is outrageously severe or must he say that all suffering is a priori just and necessarily deserved merely because it occurs?5



Steinkraus was firmly put in his place by Malkani, who, as editor of the Philosophical Quarterly, saw to it that he had the last word. After remarking, quite irrelevantly, that any explanation of evil and injustice in the world must leave God “blameless,” Malkani insisted that there are certain ultimate mysteries that we must “not seek to probe any further.” One of these is the question of “what punishment is appropriate for what sin or accumulation of sins.” We are not gods and cannot know the answer to the question of why there is “so much punishment and for what.” This unavoidable human ignorance is not, it appears, incompatible with total assurance that the world is just and that what may appear to be excessive punishment is not in fact excessive at all:


It should suffice to console us that there is no limit to the enormity of the errors of omission and commission which an individual might have committed in his countless past lives.6



It should be emphasized that, when the partisans of Karma “explain” the misfortunes that befall apparently decent human beings by telling us that they sinned in a previous life, their pronouncements are just like Sumner’s claims about who is fittest, totally post hoc. Sumner could not identify an individual as “the fittest” until he was sure that he had won out, and the karmic theorists cannot say anything about past misdeeds until suffering and misfortune have befallen a human being. To this it must be added that the “wisdom after the event” possessed by Sumner and by the Karmic believer is radically different from the real wisdom after the event that we often possess as the result of causal investigations. All of us are often wise only after the event, but we are really wise if we can offer a retrodictive explanation that is supported by adequate evidence. A plane crashes on takeoff at the Miami airport. It was not predicted, but we find evidence that a certain defect in the engine caused the crash. The karmic procedure is also post hoc but it does not provide any genuine wisdom after the event. After a person who was a fine human being is run over by a drunken driver the karmic theorist tells us that this happened because of his sins in a previous life. Unlike the investigators of the plane crash, he is not wise after the event. For he cannot tell us how and where the person had sinned. He does not have any information corresponding to the information obtained by the crash investigators about the engine defect. He makes a retrodictive claim, but, unlike the retrodictive statement about the cause of the crash, his claim is pure dogmatism. To avoid unfairness to certain reincarnationists, the above remarks require one qualification. Some karmic theorists who also believe in Nirvana or a superhuman Absolute Mind maintain that after his last incarnation the individual will be able to review in one glance the infinite number of lives he has lived. Reincarnationists holding this view could consistently allow that their karmic theory is falsifiable by a review that showed the absence of any dependable moral pattern. Their position is thus not compatible with any conceivable state of affairs and hence it is not open to the charge that it is empty. However, one cannot help wondering how a human being could “in one glance” or for that matter in more than one glance survey an infinite number of past lives; and, furthermore, all the pronouncements about misdeeds in past lives are just as post hoc and just as much pure ipse dixits as those of karmic believers who do not allow a final review.




Karmic Administration Problems

Anybody not intimidated by the virulence with which the champions of Karma brush off objections to their theory will want to raise a very simple and, as it seems to me, utterly devastating question about the execution and more generally the “administration” of Karmic ordinances. It should here be emphasized that many of the believers in Karma do not believe in a god and that those who do nevertheless maintain that the Law of Karma operates autonomously. Professor Malkani combines belief in the karmic law with “the best form of theism,” but he does not maintain that God is in any way involved in the administration of Karma. On the inexorable and autonomous operation of Karma, Malkani, who here fairly represents the Hindu position, is in complete agreement with the atheist and agnostic supporters of Karma. Karma, he writes, “automatically produces the appropriate results like any other law in the natural domain. Nobody can cheat the law. It is as inexorable as any natural law.”7

The claim that Karma operates autonomously invites the following questions: How, to begin with, are good and bad deeds registered? Is there some cosmic repository like a huge central social security office in which the relevant information is recorded and translated into some kind of “balance”? Next, how and where is it decided what will happen to a person in his next incarnation as a result of the balance of his acts in a given life? How and where, for example, is it decided that in the next life he will become a human being rather than a roach, a man rather than a woman, an American rather than an Indian, black rather than white, physically well-formed rather than crippled, intelligent rather than retarded, sane rather than insane? Finally, there is still the problem of how such decisions are translated into reality. As an illustration I will use a natural disaster, the famous Lisbon earthquake of 1755. A large number of people perished as a result of it. An even larger number were injured and also lost their possessions; and a number of people indirectly benefited because of the death and injury of others. Somebody who does not believe in Karma and who also does not believe that the earthquake was a special intervention on the part of the deity would of course regard it as a purely natural phenomenon that is entirely explicable in terms of natural, in this instance, geological, causes. The believer in Karma, by contrast, must be prepared to claim that the earthquake was brought about in order to punish or reward the various people who suffered or benefited from the earthquake. How and where were the bad deeds of those killed and injured and the good deeds of those spared registered? How and where were the penalties and rewards decided? And just how did Karma determine the geological conditions whose existence is not disputed as the “natural” or at least the “immediate” cause of the disaster? Surely, if ever intelligent planning was needed, this is a case in point. Let us assume that the chief of a terrorist organization is about to send his forces into a town in which there are 5,000 houses. His instructions are to burn down all but the hundred that belong to secret supporters of his cause. Let us also suppose that these hundred houses are spread all over the town. Such an operation obviously requires a great deal of careful planning and a high level of intelligence on the part of the planners. Even then it is entirely possible that mistakes will be made so that some houses of the sympathizers will be destroyed while some belonging to the enemy will be spared. The Law of Karma by contrast is infallible. It never punishes the innocent and never spares the guilty; and it does so although it is not an intelligent person or principle. To rephrase our earlier question: just how did this nonintelligent principle set up the geological forces so as to achieve the desired results with complete precision?

In this connection even the otherwise so confident Professor Malkani is almost reduced to silence. All he can offer is the following lame response:


Does the Law of Karma act upon the forces of nature and bring about cyclones, earthquakes, floods, etc., which in their turn cause widespread havoc and destruction of both life and property affecting millions? But if a metaphysical law, like the Law of Karma, cannot do that, can it do anything whatsoever? Is it a law only in name? A powerless law is as good as no law.8



This bluff and bluster answers nothing. If defenders of Karma cannot do better they should surely adopt the alternative mentioned in a tone of horror at the end of Malkani’s outburst and admit that Karma “is as good as no law.” One has to emphasize that Malkani has not shown how Karma can have an impact on geological conditions. For that matter, I do not know of any sane person, reincarnationist or otherwise, who maintains that geologists would be better able to predict earthquakes (or anything else) if they believed in Karma.

Unlike the more sophisticated champions of Karma, Mrs. Besant saw the need for introducing divine karmic administrators. In The Ancient Wisdom, her best-known work, she first insists that “in no case can a man suffer that which he has not deserved.”9 She then speaks of the “Lords of Karma” who are “great spiritual intelligences” keeping “the karmic records” and adjusting “the complicated workings of karmic law.” They know the karmic record of every man and with their “omniscient wisdom” they “select and combine portions of that record to form a plan of a single life.”10 This means primarily that they select the race, the country, and the parents of the soul or Ego in its next incarnation. Thus an Ego with highly developed musical faculties will be “guided to take its physical body in a musical family”; an Ego of a “very evil type” will be guided “to a coarse and vicious family, whose bodies were built of the coarsest combination”; while an Ego who yields to drunkenness will be led to a “family whose nervous systems were weakened by excess,” and he will be born from “drunken parents who would supply diseased materials for his physical envelope.”11 It is in this way that the Lords of Karma “adjust means to ends,” ensure the doing of justice, and see to it that the Ego can carry his “karmic possessions and faculties” into his next life.
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