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Abstract

Physicalism, as one of the dominant paradigms in contemporary philosophy of mind, maintains
that consciousness is entirely dependent upon the neural structures and physiological processes of
the brain. Accordingly, all forms of sensory perception are regarded as products of neural activity.
Within this framework, visual perception is considered impossible in the absence of an intact
visual system and a functioning visual cortex. However, reports of near-death experiences
(NDEs) in blind individuals—particularly those who are congenitally blind—have raised
significant questions concerning the explanatory adequacy of this account. The central question
addressed in this study is how individuals who have never possessed visual experience can
nevertheless report vivid, detailed, and in some cases veridical perceptions during conditions in
which brain activity is severely impaired or apparently absent. Employing a descriptive-analytical
methodology, this study evaluates the phenomenon through the combined use of empirical
research on near-death experiences and philosophical analysis within the philosophy of mind. The
findings indicate that several well-documented reports from congenitally blind individuals resist
straightforward explanation in terms of standard physicalist accounts, including hypoxia-induced
hallucinations, memory reconstruction, and neurophysiological disturbances. At the very least,
these cases reveal an explanatory gap within reductive physicalism. At the same time, this paper
argues that such evidence should not be regarded as conclusive proof of any specific non-
physicalist theory. Rather, its principal philosophical significance lies in exposing the explanatory
limitations of certain reductive formulations of physicalism. Consequently, near-death
experiences in the blind provide an important basis for reconsidering the relationship between
mind and brain and for fostering renewed dialogue among the philosophy of mind, neuroscience,
and philosophy of religion.

Keywords: near-death experience (NDE), congenital blindness, physicalism, philosophy of
mind, consciousness.

Introduction

The relationship between consciousness and the brain remains one of the most fundamental
questions in both the philosophy of mind and the philosophy of religion. Drawing upon the
findings of contemporary neuroscience, physicalism reduces all mental states to physical
processes occurring within the brain and therefore maintains that every perceptual experience
depends entirely upon neural activity. Within this framework, visual perception cannot occur
without a functioning visual system and an operational visual cortex.

Over the past several decades, however, numerous reports of near-death experiences, particularly
among congenitally blind individuals, have challenged this assumption. In these accounts,
subjects describe perceiving people, objects, and their surrounding environments, and in some
instances these descriptions appear to correspond with independently verifiable external events.
This phenomenon, commonly referred to as mindsight, raises a serious philosophical challenge
to exclusively materialistic accounts of consciousness.

The purpose of this study is to determine whether physicalism possesses sufficient explanatory
resources to account for such reports or whether these cases expose important limitations within its
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theoretical framework. To this end, the paper first examines the theoretical foundations of physicalism
and neuroscientific explanations of perception, then analyzes empirical reports concerning blind
experiencers, and finally offers a critical evaluation of the principal physicalist responses.

Research Findings

An examination of the conceptual foundations of physicalism reveals that the theory rests upon
three fundamental assumptions: (1) consciousness is wholly dependent upon brain activity; (2)
perceptual experience requires prior sensory input; and (3) consciousness is localized within
neural structures. On these assumptions, a congenitally blind individual—having never possessed
visual experience—should be incapable of experiencing colors, shapes, or visual space.

Analysis of the available empirical literature, particularly the pioneering investigations of Kenneth
Ring, Sharon Cooper, and other researchers, indicates that some congenitally blind individuals
reported detailed perceptions of people, objects, and their surroundings during near-death
experiences, with certain reports appearing to correspond to external reality. The paper further
evaluates the principal physicalist explanations—including the hypoxia hypothesis, memory
reconstruction, abnormal electrical brain activity, and functionalism—and argues that each
encounters significant explanatory difficulties. Since congenitally blind individuals lack prior
visual experience, hypotheses based upon memory reconstruction or visually generated
hallucinations fail to provide a fully satisfactory explanation for these reports.

The study also addresses the linguistic challenge associated with blind individuals' reports,
arguing that a distinction must be maintained between the occurrence of a phenomenal experience
and the subject's capacity to describe that experience linguistically. Accordingly, while these
reports may reveal important limitations in certain versions of physicalism, they should not be
interpreted as definitive evidence for any particular metaphysical theory of consciousness. Rather,
they call for further philosophical analysis and more rigorous empirical investigation.

Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that reports of near-death experiences among blind—especially
congenitally blind—individuals raise significant questions concerning the explanatory power of
reductive physicalism. Although these reports do not, by themselves, establish the truth of
substance dualism or the survival of the soul, they indicate that exclusively neuroscientific
explanations remain insufficient to account for all aspects of the phenomenon and therefore
confront at least an explanatory gap. These findings highlight the need to re-examine several
foundational assumptions of physicalism while encouraging deeper interdisciplinary engagement
among philosophy of mind, neuroscience, experimental psychology, and philosophy of religion.
Future research should employ more rigorous empirical methodologies and stricter criteria for
evaluating reports of near-death experiences in order to provide a more comprehensive
assessment of the relationship between consciousness and the brain.
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37, Truth .
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