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Comments on Heiner Schwenke: Past-Life Experiences: Re-living One’s Past
Lives or Participation in the Lives of Others

Kommentare zu Heiner Schwenke: Past-Life Experiences: Re-living One’s
Past Lives or Participation in the Lives of Others

JAMES G. MATLOCK!
Personal Survival and Reincarnation

In replying to Heiner Schwenke’s reflections, I begin with his comments on the processual soul
theory I propose in Signs of Reincarnation (Matlock, 2019), not only because I wish to correct
his portrayal of my views, but because starting there provides an ideal opening to discuss the
problems I have with his presentation of the reincarnation case literature and his reasoning
about how best to interpret it.

Schwenke says: “James Matlock, following Alfred North Whitehead’s process philosophy,
postulates that there are no persons, but only streams of experiential events. Such a stream
may survive the death of the body and reincarnate in another human body (see Matlock, 2019:
36-37, 124, 255, 299, 301)” (p. 372). This, however, is not an accurate representation of my
ideas, as can be seen by an inspection of the pages Schwenke cites. On pages 36-37 of Signs of
Reincarnation, I am concerned with developing operational definitions of reincarnation, trans-
migration, and metempsychosis, to provide clarity to my discussion. I am not yet at the point
of introducing my theory and I see no mention of it on these pages. On page 124, I explain,
“I think of consciousness as duplex, consisting of a subconscious along with conscious aware-
ness. I consider the subconscious to be the repository and source of all of our memories, dis-
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positions, desires, drives, and so forth. As I see it, our subconscious gives rise to much of our
motivation and creativity and helps to maintain our personalities over time.” Does this sound
like I am postulating that there “are no persons, but only streams of experiential events”?

On page 255, I say: “As I envision it, an experiential stream persists with its identity
intact until its reincarnation. ... My revised process model acknowledges the discontinuity
of conscious awareness across lives while asserting the subconscious continuity of self over
successive lives” Pages 299 and 301 refer to the Glossary at the end of the book, but it is not
clear which terms Schwenke means to indicate. On page 299, perhaps it is my definition of
Person: “A person is conceived to be composed of both body and mind. Persons are mortal
but their personalities may survive their deaths, carried in the subconscious portion of their
minds.” The following entry on Personality states: “A person’s personality is constructed from
dispositions, memories, emotions, etc., latent in his subconscious and is diathanatic, able to
survive death.”

Page 301 also falls in the Glossary. Here I think Schwenke must mean the entry entitled
Reincarnation, which term I say is “operationalized as the transfer of the life force or consciousness
stream of a human being to the body of another human being” (italics in original). “Conscious-
ness” is italicized because it is cross-referenced to an entry on page 292 in which I state that I
conceive of consciousness as duplex, encompassing the subconscious or subliminal mind as
well as the consciously aware supraliminal mind. I also say that I consider mind, psyche, spirit,
and soul to be roughly equivalent to consciousness (on this, see also Matlock, 2019: 124, 247,
303).

Throughout Signs of Reincarnation, I am careful to explain what I mean by key terms.
Schwenke apparently considers person to be unproblematic, but he and I use it in different ways.
On page 249 I say: “A person for me is embodied consciousness ... The distinction between the
physical and psychological aspects of personhood is crucial. A person’s mind survives death,
carrying his sense of self along with the dispositions and memories that undergird his personal-
ity, although he as a physical entity ceases to exist when his body dies” I then discuss the extent
to which personality is fixed postmortem. I give examples from mediumistic communications
that suggest that personality may continue to develop and also that cognition persists in the
postmortem consciousness stream. Earlier in the book (Matlock, 2019: 163-177) I deal with
a variety of evidence for discarnate agency during the intermission period between lives in
reincarnation cases.

I hope I have made clear that I do not adopt a strictly Whiteheadian process position, that
is, I do not affirm that what survives death and reincarnates is merely a stream of experiential
events. My theory is an extension of Whitehead’s. Whitehead did not allow for personal survival
after death, apparently because he believed that a discarnate mind would not receive stimuli
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from external sources, but I point out that a discarnate consciousness could continue to be
stimulated through psi (extrasensory perception and psychokinesis). “With this amendment,” I
say (Matlock, 2019: 255), “Whitehead’s process metaphysics allows for the survival of personal-
ity, discarnate agency, and elective reincarnation.” In the following sentence, I note that this
amounts to “personal survival”

Now, personal survival does not necessarily equate to personal reincarnation, so let us
examine how I deal with that issue. I suggest that when reincarnation occurs, supraliminal
conscious awareness is “reset” by having to work with a new brain, but that there is continuity
at the subliminal or subconscious level and that “the past impresses itself [on the new per-
son] through involuntary memories and unconscious influence on our behavior” (Matlock,
2019: 255). In other words, although we have different physical bodies in each life, our previous
personalities continue to exist in our subconscious minds and have an impact on us. We are
products not simply of heredity and environment, but of reincarnation too. I return to this
conception and restate it a few pages later (Matlock, 2019: 259).

Schwenke seems to think that reincarnation implies a replication of the physical body in the
next life. He says (p. 376), “If a person’s physical body were the bearer of their identity, a proof
that a person existed previously would have to show that their physical body already existed
at that time. Reincarnation would be conceptually impossible because it means a new earthly
life in another physical body” As he goes on, he ignores his qualifier “If” and accepts physical
continuity as a requirement for reincarnation, which he therefore deems logically impossible.
But as I observe, “People who identify a child as the reincarnation of a deceased person [in my
sense] do not mean that he is the same person as before. They recognize that he is a different
person, with something of the personality, behavior, or physical features of the previous person”
(Matlock, 2019: 251). That is what I tried to capture by presenting the reincarnating personality
as having an unconscious influence on the person of the new life.

Schwenke is correct that I regard reincarnation to be a form of possession, though he does
not note that our definitions of possession differ. For Schwenke, “There are always two beings
involved in possession, a host entity, and a possessing person® (p. 382, his italics). I, however,
draw the distinction between “transient or short-term” and “permanent” possession. I define
possession not as the displacement of one personality by another but as “the occupation of a
body by a spirit“ (Matlock, 2019: 174, 299). This allows me to conceive of reincarnation as a
permanent or long-term possession. It also permits reincarnation to occur at any time during
gestation (so that there may be cases with intermissions of less than 9 months) or even after
birth, when the original possessing spirit leaves the body and is replaced by another which
remains in control until the body’s death (what I call “replacement reincarnation”

Schwenke is greatly troubled by these types of case, which for him constitute “overlapping
lives” The lives overlap because there are two physical bodies in existence at the same time.
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In cases with intermissions of less than 9 months, gestation is underway before the previous
person dies, and with replacement reincarnation, a person has been born and is living with one
personality before the previous person dies. However, from a spiritual point of view there is no
overlap, only a sequential possession of a given body. Schwenke says, in regards to replacements,
“The soul already attached to the foetus would thus be separated from the body, which means
that the foetal person would die if one applied Plato’s definition of death as the separation of
soul and body” (p. 383). This appears to assume that Plato was talking not about bodily death,
but soul death, or both together, which given the tenor of Plato’s writings, would seem rather
unlikely. Plato I think would assume that the spiritual essence of the “foetal person” could not
be annihilated, even with the body’s demise.

“The possibility of soul exchange cannot be logically refuted,” Schwenke observes, “but I
know of no evidence for it in the accounts of experiences between reincarnations” (p. 383).
Here he is showing his less than sure grasp of the reincarnation literature. There are in fact such
accounts (Matlock, 2019: 176). Also, there is a case originally reported by Mills (1989), analyzed
by me in my first book (Haraldsson & Matlock, 2016: 191-195), and described briefly in Signs of
Reincarnation (Matlock, 2019: 176), that may depict replacement during the gestation period.
The subject’s date of birth is not known with certainty, but was most likely three months after
the previous person’s murder. This man was shot in the forehead, the bullet exiting by his left
ear. The case subject was born with a mark on his forehead and a bony protrusion by his left ear,
commemorating the bullet’s entry and exit points. However, the subject also had three smaller
birthmarks on the back of his head, unrelated to the previous person, which possibly were con-
nected to a spirit replaced in the subject’s body in utero. Interestingly, the subject’s mother had
a normal pregnancy until her last trimester, but suddenly fell ill and remained ill throughout
those final three months.

I believe these sorts of physical correspondence have a psychogenic origin; the reincarnat-
ing mind is responsible for impressing the marks on its new body (Matlock, 2019: 158-159).
Birthmarks and other physical signs figure in many cases, but Schwenke has little to say about
them and about behavioral and personality traits shared between the subject and previous per-
son. He writes about what he calls “past life experiences” (PLEs), but the experiences he has
in mind are memories and he seems not to appreciate the centrality and importance of other
features in solved reincarnation cases. I specify in solved cases, because it is only when a case
has been solved (the previous person identified) and one can compare present and previous
lives that correspondences of this order become apparent. Subjects also may recognize places
and people related to the previous lives and they may interact with people from those lives as
the previous person did. When deaths are violent, case subjects may have phobias or display
posttraumatic stress symptoms of a kind one would expect of the previous person, had that
person lived rather than died. In short, what transfers between lives in reincarnation cases is
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much more than memory of people, places, and events: It is a broad spectrum of features that
comprise personal identity and justify the term “personal reincarnation” in relation to them.

This makes it especially odd that Schwenke should write that “if one looks for accounts of
child PLEs, one will find virtually nothing. Young children make almost exclusively objective-
factual statements, like they used to live there-and-there, were called so-and-so, their parents
were so-and-so, etc” (p. 379). He cites a personal communication from Jim Tucker for this
statement, but I wonder if something has been misunderstood. Although children often are
reported to have said things like this, on the whole it is clear that they are trying to convey
images in their minds. Many children are deeply attached to their memories and demand to
be taken back to the places they recall having lived; they may deny that their mothers are their
“real” mothers; they may invidiously compare their present life circumstances to what they
recall of their previous lives. Schwenke also makes too much of children who speak about a
previous life in the third person. A few children do this, but they are very much in the minority,
and they may demonstrate their identification with the previous persons in other ways.

Schwenke appears to have gone astray by trying to find a common explanation for too
broad a set of phenomena. Had he focused on the solved child cases, he would have found
much evidence for personal reincarnation, but by including in his survey not only child cases,
but unsolved adult cases, and then adding material from regressions under hypnosis, he has
received the impression that what is involved here is no more than apparent memory of previ-
ous life events. He has missed the strong expressions of identity with the previous persons
that are revealed emotionally, behaviorally, and physically in the solved child cases. Whatever
the merits of Schwenke’s theory for understanding regression experiences and unsolved adult
memory claims, I see no application to the solved child cases with which reincarnation research
begins.

There is much else that could be said in response to Schwenke’s article, but I will leave that
for other commentators.
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MicHAEL NAHM?
What is Science?

The article of Heiner Schwenke I discuss below consists of an attempt to condense the main
contents of his latest book (Schwenke, 2020) into one single paper. These publications are a
refreshing contribution to recent discussions about what he calls “past life experiences” (PLEs)
and reincarnation. Rather than merely adopting the standard roads of debating the survival/
reincarnation hypothesis, the living-agent psi hypothesis, and the physicalist hypotheses usually
advanced by skeptics (Nahm, 2021), Schwenke advocates another option: In his view, PLEs can
best be explained by “direct participation in the past experiences of others” (Schwenke, 2021:
367). This explanatory model implies survival of death, but not reincarnation. His approach is
stimulating and thought-provoking. However, although I liked reading Schwenke’s book and
article, and liked being stimulated to question and refine my own views on PLEs, I found several
of his arguments unclear and ultimately not convincing. As demonstrated in the following, a
major weakness of several of his arguments consists in an inadequate understanding of science
and the scientific rationale.

The Alleged Problem of Overlap Cases

An initial problem of Schwenke’s approach is that he treated a large variety of PLEs of different
origin, quality and phenomenology as a single set of experiences that would mutually support
his hypothesis of participation in the past experiences of others, thereby rejecting the reincar-
nation hypothesis. Yet, widely different sets of PLEs might well require different interpretations.
In fact, some of Schwenke’s arguments for demonstrating that all PLEs can best be interpreted
without reincarnation appear arbitrary. A striking example concerns young children who claim
having lived before (cases of the reincarnation type, CORT). Among these cases, Schwenke con-
siders what he calls “overlap cases” a very strong argument against the reincarnation hypothesis.
In such overlap cases, the person whose life the child claims to remember has died at a time
when the child was already born. Frankly, I don’t understand why these cases should ques-
tion the reincarnation hypothesis. Numerous reincarnation researchers as well as the Indian
population with a belief in reincarnation think that these cases are perfectly reconcilable with
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the concept of reincarnation. In Hindji, there is even the term parakayapravesh that describes
the act of “entering another body”. It also translates as “possession” and is applicable for overlap
cases (Pasricha, 1990).” Assuming there is something like a “soul” that can migrate from body to
body, this process might be quite variable and it might well be of subordinate importance when
exactly this soul associates with a new body, or when it enters it. This could take place during
gestation, but under certain circumstances also after the birth of another body. Reports about
how subjects chose their parents or entered the body or the womb of their future mother, some-
times also fetuses, are well-known in the literature on prebirth-memories and CORT (Matlock
& Giesler-Petersen, 2016; Ohkado & Ikegawa, 2014; Rivas et al., 2015; Sharma & Tucker, 2004;
Tucker, 2021). Similar experiences are reported from out-of-body experiences during near-
death experiences (NDEs). They indicate that an NDEr’s awareness along with the ability to
perceive the surroundings can temporarily leave and return to their body, even when it is seem-
ingly lifeless. They virtually reincarnate in their own body (Nahm & Weibel, 2020; Rivas et al.,
2016). I don't find it surprising that there are also a few accounts according to which NDErs
have described trying to enter the body of a new-born baby or a child who had apparently just
died, but gave up on it and returned to their own body again (Brownell, 1981; Shroder, 1999).
Had these “souls” successfully entered a different body, this would have resulted in instances
of parakayapravesh. All these reports form a perfectly natural and continuous spectrum of
experiences.

However, Schwenke introduced several “defence strategies” that have purportedly been
advanced by authors to avoid the alleged falsification of the reincarnation hypothesis caused by
the existence of overlap cases. Curiously, however, the seemingly most important arguments of
Schwenke focus on semantic and linguistic problems, and he seems to think that these semantic
problems are sufficient to judge upon the best interpretation of the reported experiences. For
example, he makes much of the finding that many authors regarded overlap cases as instances of
possession-like reincarnation, although they are not reconcilable with the traditional Western
and Christian concept of possession (he elaborated his arguments much more extensively in his
book). Yet, evaluating phenomena on the grounds of whether your language has an appropri-
ate term for them or not is unacceptable from a scientific perspective. In science, phenomena
come first, not the names and concepts that somebody has attached to them. If there is no
fitting name in your preferred languages for a given phenomenon, expand the meaning of a
related term, find a new one, or use existing terms of other cultures’ languages that fit already.
In our context, parakayapravesh can account for possession-like reincarnation quite naturally;

3 According to old Sanskrit scripts, parakayapravesh originally refers to a yoga practice, the art of enter-
ing the body of someone else — even of someone who just died. It belongs to the claimed paranormal
“siddhis” of advanced yoga practitioners. This type of possession can be temporary or permanent and
the term apparently fits to overlap cases as well (Pasricha, 1990).
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it even translates as possession as well. Reincarnation researcher James Matlock coined the
term “replacement reincarnation” for overlap cases — a term that also suits quite well (Matlock,
2017).* Clearly, one shouldn’t dismiss any interpretation of given phenomena just because there
is no fitting name for it in the vocabulary of one’s favored language.

This leads me to another problem of Schwenke’s arguments that is likewise rooted in an
improper understanding of what science is and how it works.

What is Science?

Already in the Abstract of his article, Schwenke rejects “the widespread notion that the occur-
rence of personal reincarnation can be investigated by scientific means”. Throughout his article
and book, he repeated this claim a number of times in varying formulations. However, these
claims are evidently wrong. Thousands of pages covering scientific studies on reincarnation
have already been published in academic journals and books. I can only imagine that Schwenke
actually wanted to say something like this: One cannot prove and disprove personal reincarna-
tion using scientific means. Putting it this way, I would agree. But obviously, science is not
limited to establishing proof or disproof. Science is a multifaceted endeavor that offers numer-
ous different strategies to accommodate for specific research questions and frame conditions in
order to enable the formation of appropriate conclusions.

Therefore, Schwenke’s reason for believing that reincarnation cannot be investigated scien-
tifically because consciousness is “beyond the reach of science” and “persons are then beyond
the reach of science as well” (Schwenke, 2021: 375) is inapt. The fact that the assumed con-
sciousness of other human beings is accessible to us only in indirect ways doesn't imply that
consciousness- or person-related questions cannot be investigated scientifically. Otherwise,
numerous scientific research branches in especially psychology, psychiatry, medicine, and
also parapsychology were pointless and doomed to fail from the start. But they aren’t point-
less because as soon as one regards an environment as given, numerous facets of this environ-
ment, including other seemingly conscious beings and the reincarnation hypothesis, can be
investigated scientifically. Performing scientific studies of other supposedly conscious entities
is even possible from the perspective of solipsism or in lucid dreams (hey, all you scientists out
there: How do you know that you are not dreaming right now? Can you prove that you are not
dreaming?). Schwenke comes close to realizing this when he states that as a solution to the fun-

4 Although Matlock might have a different understanding of a “person” than Schwenke, it is incorrect
to state that “James Matlock [...] postulates that there are no persons” (Schwenke, 2021: 372). Com-
pare, for example, the entries on “person” and “personality” in the Glossary of Matlock’s recent book
(Matlock, 2019: 298).
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damental inaccessibility of consciousness in other beings, “Science is left to [...] suppositional
reasoning” (Schwenke, 2021: 378, emphasis added).

This is correct, and I'd even say: Scientists are typically concerned with “suppositional rea-
soning” only. Anything else is the exception rather than the rule. This is one reason why in
many branches of natural sciences and consciousness studies, one should generally not expect
to obtain a scientific “proof” for something. In contrast to mathematics, for example, we typi-
cally end up discussing evidence as well as the plausibility of explanatory models in these fields
of research. This is exactly the way in which past scientific investigations regarding the rein-
carnation question have been performed. Moreover, this is precisely the approach Schwenke
himself adopted throughout his article, and when he concluded after evaluating the available
evidence for PLEs that “it is more plausible to understand PLEs as participation in the past expe-
riences of others” than as instances of reincarnation (Schwenke, 2021: 384, emphasis added).

But unfortunately, Schwenke’s muddled understanding of what science is renders many of
his arguments confusing. Were reincarnation really inaccessible for science, I wonder why he
took the trouble to elaborate an alternative interpretation for PLEs including CORT that builds
on exactly the same consciousness- and person-related past-life evidence, weighing the pros
and cons of different hypotheses. His preferred alternative hypothesis would equally be sub-
jected to the charge that it is scientifically inaccessible. In fact, he seems to admit this when he
stated that extrasensory perception, an indispensable prerequisite for all his models of direct
participation in the past lives of others, “does not enjoy the advantage of being more accessible
to scientific testing than the reincarnation hypothesis” (Schwenke, 2021: 386). If, by contrast,
Schwenke thought that his hypothesis is scientifically justified and meaningful because it is the
most plausible explanation for the PLE evidence — as mentioned, he even spoke of the “falsifica-
tion” of the reincarnation hypothesis, and the concepts of hypotheses building and falsification
naturally imply a scientific rationale — he must also admit that notions of authors who think
that the reincarnation hypothesis is the most plausible explanation for at least some PLEs are
likewise scientifically justified and meaningful.

Summing up, Schwenke’s understanding of science needs corrections and refinements to
avoid the described confusions and shortcomings of his arguments. Still, I'd like to reiterate that
Schwenke’s article and book are an interesting and inspiring read. They contribute to stimulat-
ing the debate about reincarnation cases and survival, contain new lines of arguments, and shed
new light on some of the traditionally discussed topics.
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MasAYUKI OHKADO?

The “Reincarnation Interpretation” Still Seems to Be a Likely Possibility

In the intriguing paper titled “Past-Life Experiences: Re-living One’s Own Past Lives or Partici-
pation in the Lives of Others?” Heiner Schwenke argues against the reincarnation interpreta-
tion of past-life memories subjects often claim to have, on the ground that such memories are
not the subjects’ “real memories,” which are characterized as re-experiencing the subjects’ past
experiences. Although Schwenke discusses adult reincarnation cases and overlap cases as well
as child cases, here, unless unavoidable, I will focus on the last since they have been of central
concern in reincarnation research. Furthermore, I do not deal with Schwenke’s important claim
that the existence or non-existence of the process of reincarnation cannot be examined scien-
tifically, because such argument should heavily depend on the complicated issue of what science
is (Reiss & Sprenger, 2020).

In the article, Schwenke calls into question the reincarnation interpretation by, first, claim-
ing that ,,[y]oung children make almost exclusively objective-factual statements, like they used
to live there-and-there, were called so-and-so, and their parents were so-and-so, etc.,“ which
only shows that ,,children can have unusual knowledge of a past life“ (p. 379). He concedes that
children might have not just unusual knowledge, but real past-life experiences if occasional
fragmentary data are taken into consideration, such as adults’ recollections of their childhood

past-life experiences, childhood dreams of a previous life, and drawings relating to a previous
life.

Then, he points out the fact that past-life memories can be recalled from the outside per-
spective and can contain a switch of perspective. This is true for older subjects as substantiated
by Schwenke by citing Carol Bowman's hypnotic regression experience (p. 380). However, for
young children, it is not clear whether there is evidence for his statement that ,,it seems that in
child PLEs [Past-Life Experiences] both the external perspective and the switch of perspective
occur (see, e.g., Bowman, 1997: 11, 15, 19).“ In the cited pages of Bowman (1997), she describes

5 Masayuki Ohkado is Professor at Chubu University (Graduate School of Global Humanics and Global
Education Center) and Visiting Professor at the University of Virginia (Division of Perceptual Studies).
He obtained a PhD in Linguistics from the University of Amsterdam in 2005. He has been investigat-
ing reincarnation phenomena including past-life recalls under hypnotic regression and children with
past-life memories, near-death experiences, and other related phenomena. His recent books include
Why Are We Born and Die? (2015, in Japanese) and Scientific Investigations of Reincarnation Phenomena
(2021, in Japanese). Address: Chubu University, Matsumoto-cho 1200, Kasugai-shi, Aichi-ken, 487-
8501, Japan; e-mail: ohkado@isc.chubu.ac.jp.

http://dx.doi.org/10.23793/2fa.2021.408



Past-Life Experiences - Comments 409

her own children's past-life memories, but as far as the present author can see, the descriptions
there do not indicate the existence of the external perspective nor the switch of perspective. For
the sake of argument, however, let us assume that Schwenke's claim is correct and children's
past-life memories may contain the external perspective and the switch of perspective.

According to Schwenke, ,,an experiential perspective other than the first-person perspective
may be considered a fairly reliable criterion of sham memories,“ and ,,a switch between the first-
person perspective and an outside perspective is an indication of a sham memory“ (p. 378).
This leads to the conclusion that past-life memories containing the external perspective and the
switch of perspective are nor regarded as subjects’ real memories. Schwenke goes on to argue
that past-life memories recalled from the first-person perspective are not real memories, either,
because they are not different from those containing the external perspective and the switch of
perspective phenomenologically or in terms of their closeness to reality (p. 380).

Let us examine these two points raised by Schwenke.

Memory as Re-Experience or Memory as Knowledge?

First, actual reports of children with past-life memories contradict Schwenke's claim that
“[yloung children make almost exclusively objective-factual statements” since there are numerous
examples in which children appear to re-experience the past experiences when they recall them.
It might be the case that reports of children with past-life memories, especially tabulations of their
statements (and other features) contained in reports written in the format a la Ian Stevenson,
might give an impression that they are just a list of knowledge related to children's past lives, but
careful reading will reveal that even objective-factual statements of children are often accompa-
nied with features that strongly suggest that they are re-experiencing previous experiences.

For instance, consider the case of Sukla, reported in Stevenson (1974a: 52-67). She was born
in a village called Kampa in West Bengal in 1954 and made many verified statements and rec-
ognitions concerning a woman named Mana, who had lived in a village named Bhatpara eleven
miles away from Kampa and had died in 1948. The first of the verified statements made by Sukla
was that she had had a daughter named Minu. It is not the case, however, that she made this
statement as if she just gave a piece of information concerning her past life. Stevenson (1974a:
52-53) writes: ,When she was about a year and a half old and barely able to talk, she was often
observed cradling a block of wood or a pillow and addressing it as ‘Minu. When asked who
‘Minu’ was, Sukla said ‘My daughter?” Minu was still an infant when Mana died, and the behavior
Sukla showed when she mentioned the name of Mana‘s daughter strongly suggests that she
was re-experiencing the experience of holding her daughter in her past life. Sukla’s emotional
attachment to Minu as reported in Stevenson (1974a: 57) appears to confirm this conjecture:
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Particularly impressive to witnesses were the tears with which Sukla greeted Minu [when
they first met] and the attention and affection she afterwards lavished on her when they
met subsequently. [...] Professor Pal witnessed an example of Sukla’s emotional attach-
ment to Minu when Sri Dilip Kumar Pathak told Sukla in Kampa (falsely to test her)
that Minu was ill with high fever in Bhatpara. At this Sukla began to weep, and it took
some time for her to be reassured that Minu was well. On another occasion, when Minu
really was ill and news of this reached Sukla, she became extremely distressed, wept, and
demanded to be taken to Bhatpara to see Minu.

Over the three years after she first talked about Minu, Sukla made a number of factual state-
ments related to Mana, but some of them will best be interpreted that she was re-experiencing
the relevant experiences as she was talking. For instance, she said her husband and she had
once gone to a movie and they afterwards had refreshments. “The occasion was memorable
because it was the only time Mana ever went to a movie in her life and she and her husband
were afterwards reproached by her stepmother-in-law” (Stevenson, 1974a: 58). Likewise, when
Sukla visited the house where Mana had lived and went to the room which had been Mana's
bedroom, she said correctly that she had had a brass pitcher in the room. It appears to be highly
unlikely that Sukla made these statements merely as factual statement.

There are many other examples like the statements made by Skula and it does not seem to
be appropriate to say that children with past-life memories “make almost exclusively objective-
factual statements.”

The Experiential Perspective

Despite Schwenke’s claim concerning the perspective of memory recall, there are numerous
studies showing that people are quite flexible in visual perspective when they recall or re-
experience events in which they were involved. In Rice and Rubin (2011: 570), which is cited
by Schwenke himself, it is shown that in experiments in which subjects were asked to recall
10 or 15 events from their lives such as being in an accident, having conversation, running for
exercise, watching news, etc. and describe the perspectives they experienced, as much as 65%
were third-person perspectives. In McCarrol and Sutton (2017: 123), another study cited by
Schwenke, it is concluded that “[t]he imagery of personal memory involves a plurality of per-
spectives. In remembering the past, we can adopt a range of viewpoints, internal and external,
visual, and non-visual”

Therefore, Schwenke’s central argument against the reincarnation interpretation of past-life
memories does not seem to hold.
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Survival or Super-Psi?

It is somewhat surprising that the paper does not even touch on the “survival hypothesis vs.
super-psi (or living-agent psi) hypothesis” debate, especially, (1) Stevenson’s arguments based
on xenoglossy cases for the reincarnation interpretation (Stevenson, 1974b; 1984) in terms of
Polanyi’s (1958; 1962; 1966) distinction between ‘knowledge that’ and ‘knowledge how’; and (2)
Stephen Braude and Michael Sudduth’s counterarguments based on the manifestation of skills
observed in prodigies and savants (Braude, 2003; Sudduth, 2016, among others). The debate is
pertinent to Schwenke’s discussion of the nature of past-life memories and, in the opinion of the
present author, should be incorporated in the future work by Schwenke.

Conclusion

Although the central arguments of Schwenke against the reincarnation interpretation of past-life
memories do not seem to stand as shown above, the article does shed new light on the analysis of
the reincarnation phenomena and in that sense, is an important contribution to the field.
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KM WEHRSTEIN®

Schwenke’s Model and the Reality of Reincarnation Cases

Let me start by disclosing that I am an avowed empiricist. You will rarely catch me debating any-
thing that can be tested. It is from this perspective that I address Dr. Heiner Schwenke’s explanation
for child cases of the reincarnation type, in a paper that must be commended for its thoroughness
and thoughtfulness, however much of it I disagree with. In this commentary, I will get certain
secondary disagreements out of the way first, before presenting my central response.

1. The example of a “past-life experience” Schwenke supplies (p. 370) would not be con-
sidered a strong reincarnation case, or even a reincarnation case at all, by any profes-
sional reincarnation researcher without much more evidence. One purported memory
somewhat verified in a vague way absolutely does not suffice; we would require not only
more memories, better verified, but evidence in other categories. Personally, I thought
Edna’s experience could be equally well interpreted as a manifestation of haunting. One
may well use it to criticize amateur interpretations of experiences such as Edna’s, but not
academic reincarnation research, assuming that was what Schwenke was attempting.

2. It was odd to read that reincarnation research has neglected the difference between
“remembering as re-living” and “remembering as knowledge” (p. 376f.). I wasn't sure
why Schwenke had felt the need to invent new terms for episodic memory and for
semantic memory or autobiographical impression (“remembering as knowledge” could
mean either) when reading the more recent reincarnation research would have let him
know that we already have them. “Episodic memory” and “semantic memory” are main-
stream memory research terms; “autobiographical impression” was coined by Matlock
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and me in recognition of the fact that past-life memory tends to lack “autobiographical
knowledge” (a term coined by Martin Conway, about whom more below). “Autobio-
graphical knowledge” means our full life-story as constructed from our growing col-
lection of episodic memories, and includes key facts we are socially expected to know
such as our name, address, date of birth, etc.” In past-life memory, we tend to have only
fragments of this, which are referred to as autobiographical impressions. To say rein-
carnation research has neglected distinctions between types of memory is an injustice.

In fact it is by our knowledge of episodic memories that we know Schwenke’s claim
that they are rare in child cases is incorrect; perhaps he is misattributing scant descrip-
tions to lack of episodic memories rather than the natural lack of descriptive verbal
skill in young children. Virtually every child case contains at least one clearly episodic-
memory-based account: the most recent death. (Examples: Tucker, 2016, case of James
Leininger; Stevenson, 1980: 236-2