Notes on the issue of reincarnation

Dr Ian Stevenson. Rupert Sheldrake, Edward Kelly, Carol Bowman

reincarnation, hypnosis, past life regression therapy, birth mark or birth defect, CORT cases, cryptomnesia, collective memory, world population, NDEs,
The possible phenomenon of reincarnation has been supported primarily by hypnosis (past life regression),  the reports of mediums, which have been challenged as fraud, and the work of Dr Ian Stevenson. 

These are cases in which a child of 2 or 3 years old begins to exhibit what seem to be memories of the life of a now deceased  person. Such children often speak about other parents, or a spouse or children they believe they have, another home, or how they died. In many cases they give sufficient information, such as names of people or places, so the parents are able to locate the person about whose life they seem to be speaking. They may also show behavior that seems appropriate for the life they are talking about. For example, if the deceased person drowned, the child may have an extreme phobia of water. The child usually stops talking about the other life between the ages of 5 and 8.

Research on these cases, which have been found all over the world, has been going on for the last 40 years, and includes several thousand cases. Dr Ian Stevenson pioneered this line of research.

In about 200 cases, the child has a birth mark or birth defect corresponding to a similar mark (usually a fatal wound) on the deceased person. 

Observations arguing against chance are the highly unusual character of the birthmarks. For example, Stevenson has listed 18 examples in which there were birthmarks corresponding to entry and exit gunshot wounds, often with a small mark corresponding to entry, and large mark corresponding to exit. Sometimes, especially in Thailand and Burma, the body of a dying or just deceased person will be marked with soot for example, to allow the family to identify that persons incarnation into a future child. These cases have been successfully studied.

Another possible interpretation is that in some cases maternal impressions may be the cause; ie a mother knew about a wound on a deceased person, and gave birth to a “marked” child.

Many Cases of Reincarnation Type (CORT)  involve a deceased person who was a total stranger. What therefore is the impetus for the deceased person being born into an unrelated family, or to influence a developing fetus, or for the mother to develop a maternal impression of a stranger. 


In a minority of these reincarnation cases, the subjects also claim to remember events that took place during the intermission between the end of their previous life and their birth in the current life. Subjects in these cases tend to make more verified statements about the previous life they claim to remember than do other subjects of reincarnation type cases, and they tend to recall more names from that life. Analysis of reports from 35 Burmese subjects indicates that the intermission memories can be broken down into three parts: a transitional stage, a stable stage in a particular location, and a return stage involving choosing parents or conception. A comparison of these reports to reports of near-death experiences (NDEs) indicates that they show features similar to the transcendental component of Western NDEs and have significant areas of overlap with Asian NDEs. 

For most past-life memories, especially those retrieved under hypnosis, there are rational explanations, for example cryptomnesia (the emergence of forgotten memories) suggestibility, fantasy or imagination, hysterical dissociation, wishful thinking or self-delusion. A few, especially those of very young children, seem to defy rational explanation. Whether reincarnation provides that explanation remains debatable. The fact remains that a few such cases do seem to offer evidence for the transfer of information independently of a brain. The search for a mechanism for such extra-cerebral information transfer continues. 

Biologist Rupert Sheldrake has suggested that it is possible there exists a kind of eternal collective memory (akashic field?) on which we may all draw. One might, Sheldrake suggests, “tune in to particular people in the past who are now dead, and through morphic resonance, pick up memories of past lives.” This does not prove, he says, that “you were that person.” 

This argument does not account for the similarity between birth marks or defects on the child, and alleged wounds on the body of the deceased.

Further, Carol Bowman, past life regression therapist, notes a continuity in present and past life: “By studying the cases of children who speak with conviction of their other lives, we also observe that many aspects of the child’s present personality have carried forward intact from the past life: behaviors, emotions, phobias, talents, knowledge, the quality of relationships, and even physical symptoms. The fact that these personality traits carry forward suggests a new way of looking at personality formation and a theory of personality that spans lifetimes.” 

An  argument against reincarnation which I have not seen publicized has to do with world population. The Buddhist and other eastern religions argue that reincarnation of souls occurs any number of until a soul has worked off its karmic debt. Assuming the debt is eventually worked off, and the soul is free from the fetters of rebirth, one would expect world population to be continually decreasing. After all, the Buddha’s job was to make the human species extinct. (See notes on The Scientific Buddha) However, as we all know, world population has continually been increasing.
Could these increasing souls be reincarnating from other ages of earth, prior to our recorded history, or from some other parallel universes???
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