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The feeling of déjà vu has to do with memory. The 
experience most likely takes place in the temporal 
lobe of the brain, shown here in cyan. 
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Been There, Done That?! 

Introduction 

 Imagine that you are taking a vacation to 

somewhere youÕve never been. After getting off 

the plane, you go to your hotel room. The instant 

you open the door, you get a strange feeling that 

you have been in that exact room, even though you 

know you never have. For some unexplainable 

reason, the whole room seems as familiar as your 

own home. A second or two later, the feeling 

leaves, and all is normal. You have just 

experienced dŽjˆ vu (Johnson, C.). A phenomenon pertaining mostly to sight, dŽjˆ vu is the 

uncanny recognition of a place or event that has never been seen before (Carroll). Each episode 

lasts for only a few seconds and is unforeseen.  What differentiates dŽjˆ vu from simply 

remembering an event is the unnatural feeling that the person experiencing the event seems to 

remember it, but shouldnÕt (Johnson, J.). The term ÒdŽjˆ vuÓ comes from the French for Òalready 

seenÓ, and it describes the feeling associated with the occurrence. (Carroll). DŽjˆ vu is not 

experienced until about age eight or nine. For this reason, scientists believe that it has to do with 

the development of the brain (Ratliff 38-43). Memory, by its very nature, is one of the hardest 
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things to study. The ambiguity of being able to accurately and conclusively study the memory 

and its influence on the phenomenon of dŽjˆ vu has led scientists to come up with many different 

theories (Ratliff 38-43). There are also non-scientific explanations as to the occurrence of dŽjˆ 

vu, which relate to psychic abilities and past lives (Carroll). 

Scientific theories 

 Scientists have come up with many theories in an attempt to possibly explain dŽjˆ vu. 

Most theories deal with the way that the brain works, and how memory is processed and stored.  

One theory deals with the way that the eyes view an event, and how the images are 

processed in the brain (Johnson, C.). When a person looks at something, the eyes see two 

different images. The brain compiles them together, thus yielding a 3D image. According to this 

theory, if the brain receives a signal from one eye just a fraction of a second earlier, say, due to a 

temporary impairment in the optic processing part of the brain or a slight chemical imbalance, 

the viewer may experience dŽjˆ vu. Research has shown that for the brain to differentiate 

between two different events, it needs a gap of at least 25 milliseconds 

(Johnson, C.). If the impairment caused the signals from the two eyes to 

arrive at more than 25 milliseconds apart, the brain may interpret them 

as separate events (Johnson, C.). The brain would interpret the same 

event as two different events, one that it has seen a fraction of a second 

before as the memory, and the one it sees slightly later as the present, 

creating the dŽjˆ vu feeling (Johnson, C.). 

  Alan Brown is author of the book ÒThe DŽjˆ Vu ExperienceÓ. 

His book covers around thirty different theories about the odd feeling (Ratliff 38-43). One of his 

explanations about the cause of dŽjˆ vu, similar to the one mentioned before, is that the brain 

Alan Brown, pictured 
above, the writer of the 
book “The Déjà Vu 
Experience”, came up 
with about thirty 
theories about the 
causes of déjà vu.  
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may be acting like a malfunctioning recorder (Ratliff 38-43). As the memory is being recorded, 

the brain plays it back at the same time, causing a present event to feel like a memory (Ratliff 38-

43). Another theory from Brown is that while viewing a scene, the brain takes in part of what is 

occurring but then is momentarily distracted. When it returns to the scene, the part it took in 

makes the event feel oddly like a memory (Ratliff 38-43).  

Another common theory of dŽjˆ vu is that memories from other sources, such as movies, 

daily events, stories, and pictures; may be triggered by a present event (Johnson, J). Studies have 

shown that memory can be, and almost always is, faulty (Greenberg 74-80). One study in 

particular tested the fallacies of memory by reading words to test subjects (Greenberg 74-80). 

The words read had to do with sleep, such as Òdream, pillow, night, bed, late, rest, awake,Ó etc. 

The subjects were then to repeat the words to the reader as best they could. Most of the subjects 

claimed to have heard the word sleep, even though the word was never read (Greenberg 74-80). 

Although not identical, this type of experience may be similar to the reasoning that the pieces of 

past information could be compiled, and then triggered by a single event (Greenberg 74-80). Just 

as the test subjects in the word test falsely remembered the word sleep, even though it did not 

really occur, past memories may trigger feelings of dŽjˆ vu (Greenberg 74-80). Most theories say 

that dŽjˆ vu may take place in the temporal lobe of the brain (Greenberg 74-80). This is due to 

the fact that the temporal lobe is involved heavily in hearing and vision. DŽjˆ vu, being mostly a 

visual experience, would most likely result from a temporary impairment or a wrong signal. The 

temporal lobe also contains the hippocampus, making it involved in memory formation.  

 Many of Alan BrownÕs theories overlap with other common theories (Ratliff 38-

43). This can be due to the fact that there is no concrete evidence to verify any of the theories. 

Another reason in the overlapping of theories is that the same thing does not always cause dŽjˆ 
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vu each time it occurs (Ratliff 38-43). An analogy with a stomachache may help show how there 

can be so many different theories as to the occurrence of dŽjˆ vu (Ratliff 38-43). Stomachaches 

may occur for a variety of different reasons at any given time (Ratliff 38-43). It cannot be said 

that only one particular situation will cause a stomachache.  A plethora of factors are involved, 

and this is the same with dŽjˆ vu (Ratliff 38-43).  

Other Explanations 

 There are some explanations of dŽjˆ vu that are not scientific. These explanations are 

based on psychic abilities and past lives (Carroll). One of the more common non-scientific 

explanations is precognition. This is where the viewer sees or watches a scene, perhaps in a 

dream or a daydream, and then the event plays out as it was seen (Johnson, C.). People who 

claim to have precognition often sight dŽjˆ vu as evidence of their psychic powers (Johnson, C.). 

The problem with the theory of precognition is that if the viewer had already seen the event, they 

wouldnÕt have an uncanny feeling, which is an important facet of dŽjˆ vu (Johnson, C.).  

Clairvoyance is another common explanation for dŽjˆ vu (Carroll). Clairvoyance is the 

seeing of an event at the same time it takes place, but in a distant place (Johnson, C.). This 

phenomenon is more documented than precognition, but it still doesnÕt have much hard evidence 

(Johnson, C.). This most commonly shows up between close relatives, particularly twins 

(Johnson, C.). There have been reports that one twin suddenly becomes sad, for no apparent 

reason. Then word arrives that the other twin has been seriously injured in a car crash halfway 

around the world (Johnson, C.). This accident had occurred at the exact same time that the first 

twin became sad. Despite the cases of clairvoyance, there is no scientific explanation of why it 

takes place, or how it occurs (Johnson, C.). 
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Some people explain dŽjˆ vu based on their beliefs in parallel worlds (Irving). In his 

theory, Ted Irving says that there are an infinite amount of parallel worlds (Irving).  According to 

Ted, when we experience dŽjˆ vu, we are experiencing the reality of an alternate self (Irving). He 

believes that dŽjˆ vu occurs when the parallel universes overlap (Irving). 

An explanation pertaining to beliefs in past lives has also been used for dŽjˆ vu (Carroll). 

The explanation states that the events of dŽjˆ vu are encounters with 

memories from a past life, and that dreams are soul travel and soul 

memories (Carroll). This explanation would work for religions that 

believe in reincarnation, but there is no scientific evidence to back it 

up (Carroll). 

Most Likely Reasons For Déjà vu 

The most likely reasons for dŽjˆ vu are those explained by 

scientific theories. These theories have been tested, and have 

evidence to back them up; the paranormal explanations have no true 

backing. There is no proof to support that dŽjˆ vu occurs for any 

one particular reason. As stated before, many different things may trigger dŽjˆ vu. Any one of 

the plausible theories could explain why the phenomenon occurs, but one may not be true for all 

cases. DŽjˆ vu has inspired research that has yielded many theses about its causes. It is still a 

topic on which researchers cannot find any conclusive evidence to state as fact. So, if you ever 

get that odd feeling that unfamiliar is familiar, donÕt be alarmed; itÕs just dŽjˆ vu.

Buddhism is a religion that 
practices reincarnation. It 
may explain déjà vu as a 
memory of a past life. 
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