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ARTO BEAUREGARD wants

to overturn the assump-

tions of his discipline.

“Neuroscience today is
materialist,” he writes. “The mind is
assumed to be a mere illusion generated
by the workings of the brain. Some ma-
terialists even think you should not in
fact use terminology thar implies your
mind exists.”

You could hardly range farcher
from common human experience
than chart, bur it’s mainstream neu-
roscience. Last May, the Washington
Post quoted a Harvard scientist’s view
that “mulriple experiments suggest
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that morality arises from basic brain

activities. Morality ... is not a brain
function elevated above our baser
impulses.”

And in a June New York Times
report, the prominent neuroscien-
tist V. S. Ramachandran said that
belief in the soul as “an immaterial
spirit that occupies individual brains
and rhat only evolved in humans. ..
is complete nonsense . .. basically
superstition.”

This is philosophical mareri-
alism at work, and it can certain-
ly be challenged on philosophical
grounds. Beauregard, who teaches at

the University of Montreal, and his
co-author, Denyse O’Leary, have cho-
sen, however, to confront it on its own
rerms. Science, they say, supports belief
in immaterial realiry.

THE Soul’s DEBUNKERS

The Spiritual Brain 1s written for a gen-
eral non-specialist audience, though
frequent “View from Neuroscience”
sidebars supply more rechnical in-
formarion. Its first goal i1s to debunk
the soul's debunkers: scientists who
claim that religious, spiritual, and
mystical experiences (RSMEs, in the
authors’ shorthand) can be fully ex-
plained through various materialist
approaches.

Several such approaches have been
proposed. Some scientists say that a
“God Gene” predisposes certain people
to RSMEs, others thar RSMEs are mani-
festations of temporal lobe epilepsy.

Still ochers suggest that they can
be triggered by a “God Helmert,” which
applies a low-level magnetic field to
the temporal lobes and induces mysti-
cal stares. Richard Dawkins tried che
“God Helmer,” hoping finally ro get his
own taste of the God experience. Not



much happened. He was “very disap-
pointed.”

As it turns our, these theories are
easy targets: They simply lack sup-
porting evidence. The original “God
Helmet” research, for example, was
marred by expectations of spiritual
experiences, which were planted in the
subjects’ minds by the researchers.
Swedish scientists tried to reproduce
the effect under more rigorously con-
trolled conditions, and came up quite
empty. Temporal lobe epilepsy and
“God Gene” theories have fared no bet-
ter under close scrutiny.

Bur the popular press has pro-
moted these theories, so correcting the
facts is vital. Nevertheless, Beauregard
and O’Leary’s more original contribu-
tion is their presentation of positive
research that hints at a reality beyond
the material world.

They do not suggest that neurosci-
ence can prove spirituality. They believe,
rather, that it can give strong hints that
the mind is real and transcends the
physical brain, and that there is more to
spiritual experience than materialism
can account for.

The relationship between mind
and brain has bedeviled thinkers ar least
as far back as Descartes. Immarterial
Mind has its greatest example in God
himself. Free will, consciousness, the
sense of self, and even reasoning itself
seem difficult to explain on materialist
theories of the mind.

Yet no one denies the physical
brain’s central importance. God cre-
ated us in bodies, to live in a world
that is both physical and spiritual.
Human minds quite certainly de-
pend on human brains, even if only
for their expression in the physical
world.

MATERIALISM’S LIMITS

The authors provide a brief catalog of
compering mind-brain theories, but do
not try to resolve thar issue. They only
seek to show empirical evidence that
there is more to us than materialism
can explain.

They tell us, for example, about
obsessive-compulsive disorder, which
is characterized by defects in brain
circuitry that can be identified through

PET scanning. Jeffrey Schwartz, who
discovered these neural irregularities,
also found an effective treatment—and
it was not surgically re-wiring patients’
brains.

He trained his patients to think
differently about their obsessions and
compulsions. The patients not only
tended to improve clinically, but their
post-treatment brain scans were more
normal-looking. Thinking changed their
brains. This is not easily explained un-
der materialism.

There is also the medical effecrive-
ness of placebos, which New Scientist
placed at the top of its 2005 list of
“things that don’t make sense.” Place-
bos are physically inert, yet they work:
Patients on placebos often get better.
Apparently it is patients’ belief in the
medicine that heals. Placebos (read:
beliefs) have even been demonstrated to
alter physical brain structures. Again,
thinking changes brains.

The book also enters more contro-
versial fields, including near-death ex-
periences, which the authors interpret
as a soul remporarily deparring from
the body, and parapsychological (Psi)
phenomena.

This seemed ro me the weakest
part of the book. The truth about
near-death experiences is vigorously
disputed, and the book’s trearment
seemed insufficient to settle the issue.
And though the authors sprinkled in
a few rantalizing references to posi-
tive, peer-reviewed parapsychological
research, they leaned more heavily on
Psi research done by Dean Radin of the
Petaluma, California Institute of Noetic
Sciences.

Given parapsychology’s question-
able history, more information on
Radin’s scientific legitimacy would have
been helpful. He is a “consciousness
researcher,” they tell us. So was Edgar
Cayce. We need more information.

IRREDUCIBLE MYSTICISM

The chapters on mystical experiences
are much stronger, for they involve
Beauregard’s own research. He led a
study, published in Newroscience Letters
in 2006 (and mentioned favorably in
Scientific American), on “Neural Cor-
relates of a Mystical Experience in

Carmelite Nuns.” He won the coop-
eration of fourteen nuns experienced
in RSMEs, who underwent brain
imaging and brain wave measure-
ment while recalling past mysrical
experiences. Many of them acrually
entered into fresh RSMEs during these
experiments.

Beauregard found that RSMEs
cannot be written off as simple
physical phenomena. “There is no
single ‘God spot’ in the brain,” he
noted. “RSMEs are complex and mul-
tidimensional and mediated by a
number of brain regions normally
implicated in perception, cognition,
emotion, body representation, and self-
consciousness.”

Of course he didn’t “find God” in
the nuns’ brains. He wasn’t looking
for him there. His goals were appro-
priately modest: to show the neural
complexity of RSMEs, and thereby
undercut reductionistic explanations
for them. Neuroscientists may still re-
sort to materialistic theories, but they
can no longer do so as simplistically as
they have.

For my money, philosophical ap-
proaches are sufficient ro pur material-
ism away for keeps. But thar doesn’t
make it any less satisfying ro learn that
heavily hyped “empirical evidence” for
materialist neuroscience is distorted,
weak, and contradicted by other re-
search. Though The Spiritual Brain may
not be fully convincing in every topic it
addresses, still it is an enlightening and
enjoyable read, and a genuine contribu-
tion to overturning materialist assump-
tions in science.
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