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Exam practice answers 

 

My Revision Notes: AQA A2 Religious Studies: Religion and Ethics and Philosophy of 
Religion 

Unit 4A Religion and Human Experience 

Topic I Life, death and beyond 

(a) Explain religious and secular beliefs about death and beyond.   (45 marks) 

There are many different ideas about what death actually is and what, if anything, occurs 
thereafter. Religions in general tend to propose some form of afterlife. There are, in 
contrast, philosophers and scientists who propose that there is nothing beyond death. 
Religious ideas are often dualist, meaning that the body and soul (mind) are in some way 
separate. The scientists and philosophers who see death as the end of existence, when both 
the connected mind and body perish, have been classified as materialists. Nevertheless, it 
will become apparent that not all religious ideas are dualist in nature as some can be 
materialistic. In the same way, not all scientists and philosophers are materialists and some 
do have religious convictions and are persuaded by arguments suggesting the existence of 
an afterlife. Both categories, however, have followers who do believe in an afterlife and so it 
is not the case that all materialists are atheists. Dualists, nevertheless, are believers because 
the existence of an immortal soul presupposes an afterlife. 

For some, therefore, the actual process of death has no significance other than the 
deterioration and demise of our physical and co-joined or by-produced mental formations. 
Scientists such as Richard Dawkins and famous atheist philosophers such as Bertrand Russell 
take this line. Religions such as Christianity afford death much more significance in terms of 
it not being intended by God or it not being the end but the mark of a new beginning. 
‘According to the New Testament, death is more than just physical. It is about our 
relationship with God ... death is not some accident of the universe, or something that we 
will eventually be able to overcome with medical advancement … Death is about a new 
sphere of life, rather than “the end”.’ (Cole) 

Whatever the case may be for the significance of death, funerals – both secular and 
religious – suggest that it is not without meaning for anyone. This meaning relates to ideas 
about death itself and whether it may be a celebration of life at a secular funeral or 
alternatively the celebration of life and an exploration of future existence beyond death for 
the religious believer. 

Dualism, the idea of the body and soul being separate entities, is not as straightforward as it 
may sound. Different religions and thinkers have proposed a variety of ways in which the 
mind or soul survives following the demise of the body. Even as far back as ancient Greece 
this debate was alive, with Plato and Aristotle taking very different lines of thought. 

Amongst religions there tend to be two broad categories of ideas: the linear and the cyclic. 
Linear ideas, such as those within Christianity and Islam, see life as beginning and ending at 
clear points with a very different afterlife existence. Cyclic ideas, such as those within 
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Hinduism or even Buddhism, suggest a ‘recycling’ of the soul or energies through 
reincarnation or rebirth. 

Why do Christians believe in life after death? There are several reasons: Jesus rose from the 
dead; the Bible teaches about life after death; it is part of Christian belief or Creed, to name 
but a few reasons. What Christians believe varies from denomination to denomination but 
they generally maintain that ‘… a human is destined (appointed) to die once, and after that 
to face judgement.’ (Hebrews 9:27). Islam takes a similar view. Both these religions have 
much eschatological literature, that is, writings in their holy books that give vivid images of 
the ‘end times’ or the afterlife and judgement. The idea of a Judgement Day prevails in both 
Christianity and Islam. 

All Christians believe there will be a day of judgement, when people will have to account for 
their past actions. There is also the idea of heaven and hell. Christians believe that Jesus will 
return to earth and the dead will be raised. These are basic beliefs shared by all Christians.  
In addition, Roman Catholics believe that the souls of those who have not sinned since their 
last confession will go straight to heaven; the souls of those who have sinned will go to 
purgatory (place between heaven and hell) where their souls will be cleansed.  

In Christianity, heaven has many interpretations from ‘kingdom of God’ to ‘eternal life’. Paul 
refers to it as a place (2 Corinthians 5:1), calling it a building from God, an eternal house, not 
built by human hands. According to the Bible, the people who will go to heaven on 
judgement day are: the righteous, the persecuted, the sacrificial, Jesus’ disciples and those 
whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life (Revelation 21:27). In general, those 
who believe in Jesus or those who have been cleansed by the blood of Christ –“Blessed are 
those who wash their robes, that they may have the right to the tree of life” (Revelation 
22:14) – go to heaven. In heaven there will be joy, fulfilment and celebration all in the 
presence of God. In the Apocalyptic Book of Revelation (literature prophesying the end of 
the world) there is also restoration and the building of a new heaven and earth.  

Hell in Christianity goes by many names: sheol, hades, gehenna and the abyss. It is described 
in terms of being the opposite of heaven. For instance it is always ‘in depths’ rather than ‘in 
heights’. It is dark rather than light. It is a place of silence rather than joy and celebration. 
Who will go there? According to the Bible: the devil and demons; those whose name was 
not found written in the book of life; those who do not know God and do not obey the 
Gospel; and, those who do not believe. 

The New Testament portrays a judgement day ‘in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, 
who will judge the living and the dead’ (2 Timothy 4:1). Both unbelievers and believers will 
be judged. However, for the believer the judgement is not one of condemnation or death 
since ‘there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus’ (Romans 8:1). Their 
judgement is about bestowing various degrees of reward, for example, ‘Blessed are you 
when people insult you … because great is your reward in heaven’ (Matthew 5:12). 

Judgement day is more graphically depicted in Islam. Allah as the supreme being is most 
loving, most gracious and forgiving. However, Allah has the responsibility of judgement as 
the supreme being. Judgement in Islam is linked closely to the ideas of resurrection, the role 
of angels and of akirah (‘judgement day’). The last day is described in Sura 69. Mu’min 
(believers) will be saved but the Kafir (unbelievers) will perish in hell. There are vivid 
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depictions of heaven and hell to be found in the Qur’an, for example, Sura 47:15 for heaven 
and Sura 67:7-10 for hell. 

There are two ‘recording angels’ who are angels that sit on an individual’s shoulders and 
write down each action that a person performs during life. These actions are the basis for 
the book of deeds that are handed to an individual on judgement day and determine 
whether or not they enter heaven or live a life of eternal torment in hell. In essence, it is 
true for Muslims that, in the words of Turner, ‘Angels are there not because God needs 
them, but because we need them.’ 

According to one source there are no less than 67 Suras that reference the concept of 
resurrection of the dead and last or final judgement. The day itself is referred to by many 
names (Great Day, Grand News, Last Day, Appointed Time, Sure Reality, Doom, Reunion, 
Gathering, Meeting, Judgement, Reckoning, Torment and so on). It is drawing near or 
imminent and only Allah knows the appointed time. Signs will precede it (sunrise in the 
west, eclipse, antichrist and further apocalyptic events similar to those depicted in 
Revelation 11–13). The last trumpet will announce its arrival and all the dead shall be raised 
and every soul tried before Allah. All personal records will be revealed and distributed to an 
individual (right hand for the virtuous, left hand for the doomed) following which, 
judgement will be pronounced. 

Heaven is vividly portrayed in Islam, for example, there are gardens with fountains and 
rivers of milk, wine and honey. Every fruit a human desires (even out of season) is available 
and there are jewelled couches raised high from which one is waited on by youths with 
goblets of pure wine. There is no idle talk or sinful speech but total peacefulness. All will 
wear fine silk garments and silver bracelets. 

Like in Christianity, hell tends to be the opposite of heaven. It is full of hypocrites, 
polytheists, sinners, tyrants, immoral peoples, arrogant peoples who are put in chains and 
are deaf, dumb and blinded. Hell is guarded by 19 fierce angels and is a furnace fanned by 
winds. It is a bottomless pit with a stream of boiling water. Even the clothes are made of 
liquid pitch. One’s skin is branded, consumed by fire and then renewed to experience the 
pain again. In addition, there are foul foods, decaying, putrid and thorny, simmering at 
boiling point in a person’s intestines. The sounds of groaning and wailing are constant. 

Not all religious ideas are linear. Hinduism is based upon a cyclic view of existence which 
impacts upon specific beliefs about life after death. Hinduism teaches the belief in 
reincarnation. This is the belief that when you die, your soul (atman) still remains and comes 
back in another body. For Hindus, the soul is an indestructible entity. Reincarnation depends 
upon a person’s karma which is literally the action performed by the individual. If a person 
has a lot of positive karma, then they will have a positive reincarnation of the soul. If a 
person has a lot of negative karma then they will have a negative reincarnation.  This cycle 
of reincarnation has different levels of existence. Hindus believe you can be reincarnated in 
heavenly and hellish realms. Even the deities are not beyond the cycle of samsara and are 
ultimately ignorant. All Hindus want to break out of this reincarnation cycle (samsara) and 
believe that it can be escaped (moksha). The way that Hindus reach moksha is through 
various means such as following their religious duty (dharma), being non-violent (ahimsa), 
building up positive karma, performing worship of the gods (puja), but ultimately the act of 
meditation (yoga) is the determining factor for release from samsara to enable a Hindu to 
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become one with Brahman, the ultimate spirit and the only thing beyond the cycle of 
existence.  

Non-religious ideas fall exclusively in the category of materialism. The classic statement of 
materialists can be found with Gilbert Ryle (The Concept of the Mind). Ryle argued that the 
idea of a 'soul' was ill-founded. It was a category mistake. That is, in creating the idea of a 
soul we are creating a category that does not exist. He compared it to a search for a 
‘university’ by looking at the individual buildings that compose it, or to a search for team 
spirit by looking at members of a team. His famous phrase was that such ideas were ‘a ghost 
in the machine’. In a sense, seeing a soul within a person is like someone who has never 
seen machinery before believing that there is some ‘little person’ inside controlling it. It is 
almost like childhood beliefs. 

In terms of materialists, there is sometimes a distinction made between 'hard' materialists 
and 'soft' materialists. For a hard materialist, a person's characteristics or personality are no 
more than physical activities, for example, the idea of consciousness is no more than brain 
activity. A soft materialist accepts that thought processes are more than simple brain 
activity. Indeed, mind and body are not independent of each other but interact and affect 
each other. Therefore, physical symptoms can be caused by mental anxieties and processes. 

Richard Dawkins is one example of a materialist. Any suggestion of an immortal soul is 
rejected on the grounds of there being no (or insufficient) evidence. Nonetheless, Dawkins 
still believes in human dignity and individual purpose. The problem with religion is that it 
seeks for an answer to life beyond life. For Dawkins, this is irrational as to think as a scientist 
and to reason based upon evidence is more appropriate. The fact that humans have evolved 
to the point of actually searching for meaning in life is wonderful in itself, creation myth 
apart.  

Following on from this materialistic idea is the ‘search for the neural code’ as depicted by 
scientist John Hogan in the popular book, What Is Your Dangerous Idea?. In the paper, 
Hogan describes the research in modern psychology to pinpoint the physical origins of 
neurosis, almost like a DNA of the mind that originates with our physical properties. If such 
a code were discovered, then all need for a soul would be eradicated. In a follow-up paper, 
another scientist claimed that the death of the soul would have dramatic consequences for 
the world as we know it. 

However, despite all the hype over the strong evidence for a materialistic explanation for 
death, there are some materialistic philosophies that do not draw the conclusion that there 
is nothing beyond death. The first classic example is the religion of Buddhism itself. It is 
cyclic in nature and therefore similar to Hinduism in terms of many lives and the idea of 
escape. However, one dramatic difference can be found in the fact that Buddhists teach 
rebirth and not reincarnation. This is because Buddhism is essentially a materialistic 
philosophy whose one essential belief is that things are ‘not-self’ or that human beings do 
not have a soul (anatta). Like modern psychological materialistic theory, Buddhism proposes 
that we are just a collection of physical and mental interacting formations (khandhas). At 
death, there is no single essence or entity that progresses to the next life. Instead, rebirth 
and reformation (punabhava) of a body in the next life involves a complex transference of 
karmic energies as outlined famously in the Tibetan Book of The Dead. It describes the six 
stages of consciousness from life to death. The Tibetan text describes, and is intended to 
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guide one through, the experiences that the consciousness has after death, during the 
interval between death and the next rebirth. This interval is known in Tibetan as the bardo. 
Rebirth, then, is simply a transferring (or recycling) of the five energies or khandhas. The 
‘person’ reborn is not identical to the one in the previous life, but the same materials have 
been used!  

The classic expression of the idea of the cycle of existence can be found in the Tibetan wheel 
of life. There are three sections to it. The outer rim of the wheel identifies the causes of 
rebirth. Ignorance is represented by a blind man but this is only the beginning of the 
process. There are ten more links that precede it and lead to birth (or rebirth), the final link 
represented by an old man carrying the burden (kamma) of life on his back. Other causes 
include the senses, consciousness and desire. 

In terms of the location of rebirth, the human realm is not the only possibility. Very heavy or 
destructive kamma leads to rebirth in hell realms where ghostly figures tease and torture 
and where your large belly is constantly in need of food but your mouth and neck are so 
narrow that only the tiniest amounts of food and drink can get through. There are also 
heavenly realms, a bit like paradise. One can even aspire to the heights of a god. However, 
despite such rewards one is still within the cycle and subject to its laws of rebirth and 
kamma. The aim in Buddhism is to be free from this cycle. 

Another example of a materialist who does not deny an afterlife is John Hick who is also a 
famous Christian theologian. His idea is called the replica theory and argues that a person 
can be recreated by God. There is no problem with this logic even if the body and mind 
(soul) perish at the point of death. God is all-powerful and so can do this. In a sense this is 
similar to the Christian teaching of Saint Paul in I Corinthians: 15 where Paul describes a 
heavenly body being resurrected. 

From all the above, it can clearly be seen that not only do the ideas about death and beyond 
vary between religions, science and philosophies, there are also clear areas of uncertainty 
still open to debate. 

 
(b) ‘Life after death is just wishful thinking and has no basis in reality.’ 
Assess this view.          (30 marks) 

This statement is clearly challenging the existence of life after death but this could be for 
two related reasons. The idea of ‘wishful thinking’ is perhaps referring to religious claims of 
paradise or other-worldliness that provide hope and comfort to many. More pertinent is the 
fact that this suggestion is made as a direct consequence of the philosophical and scientific 
claims that there is no evidence for life after death but, more to the point, human life can be 
explained from within itself and without any need for an afterlife.  

Firstly there is the idea of hope in religion. While religions claim that the existence of an 
afterlife is a truth, their claims are not just grounded in ‘blind faith’. There are thousands of 
years of revelations, rational arguments, religious experiences and traditions that, one could 
argue, have stood the test of time. This is not ‘wishful thinking’. 

In addition, the idea of an afterlife has determined the actions of people during their lives 
for thousands of years. The idea of judgement and accountability for actions is not 
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necessarily ‘wishful thinking’. In fact, one could argue that, like the moral argument for the 
existence of God, the idea of an afterlife is connected to the belief in justice. Why should 
religions teach love for all, compassionate action and the idea of reward if there is nothing 
after death? This may appear simplistic but in actual fact Kant recognised it as the strongest 
argument for the existence of God. In other words, in order for life to be as it is and for 
humans to act as they do, there has to be some time and some place where it all comes 
together, makes sense and where justice is seen to be achieved. This can only be the 
afterlife. This is clearly not wishful thinking. 

Buddhist ideas are empirical or scientific in essence. That is to say, the world is observed 
and conclusions are then drawn. From this, the Buddhist ideas of karma and rebirth emerge. 
Karma is a very scientific cause and effect and the idea of rebirth gets rid of a soul and 
instead prefers to speak of transferring energies from one world to the next. This idea, it 
could be argued, is not wishful thinking. 

So if wishful thinking is not an appropriate term to use, what should be said of the afterlife? 
Statements such as, ‘it cannot be proven for certain’ or ‘it has too much evidence against it’ 
would be possible alternatives. We can also turn to the ideas of modern day materialists in 
support of the idea of ‘wishful thinking’. The famous statement by Gilbert Ryle that the idea 
of a soul is a ‘category mistake’ and a ‘ghost in the machine’ is often cited as the traditional 
materialist stance from a philosophical point of view. Richard Dawkins would support this 
from the perspective of science and see the demise of the body and mind as the end of 
individual existence. For such materialists, any views about the afterlife can only be wishful 
thinking as there is no alternative. Or is there? 

It is the work of John Hick and of Buddhism that challenges this conclusion. John Hick’s 
replica theory suggests that one can be materialist but still accept the afterlife. In a very 
different way, Buddhism does not speak of individual existence as such but of a materialistic 
composition of a human (five khandhas) whose energies are transferred at death, almost 
‘recycled’ into a new set of energies in the next life. 

In conclusion, I would argue that the statement concerning the afterlife being ‘wishful 
thinking’ does depend on the theories of Ryle and Dawkins being true. This has yet to be 
demonstrated as there is still a continuing search for the neural code. This being the case 
that the arguments from Dawkins and Ryle are as yet uncertain, we would have to reject the 
statement for this reason alone. However, it can also be seen that religious ideas when 
understood as ‘wishful thinking’ can retaliate and refute this challenge rationally. The fact of 
the matter is that the statement is too harsh at best and completely unjustified at worst. 
Perhaps we would be better saying ‘any idea about life after death cannot be proven’ or 
‘any idea about life after death can always be challenged’? 

 

 

 
 

 


