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If Buddhism does not believe in an immortal soul, then what and who will be reborn in the cycle of samsāra?
“Another occasion, the mind often takes of comparing, is the very being of things, when considering anything as existing at any determined time and place, we compare it with itself existing at another time, and thereon form the ideas of identity and diversity.” 

John Locke
 

The doctrine of no-soul, or Anatta and also no-self, is said to be ‘the bedrock of Buddhism’
, and very similar to what the reformer Martin Luther said about the Christian doctrine of Sola Fide
, the Buddhist monk Nyanatiloka states that ‘with this doctrine...stands or falls the entire Buddhist structure’
. With this doctrine, which denies the existence of any substantive entity in man, inevitably arises the question of ‘what and who is reborn’, which has long been at the forefront of Buddhist Philosophical thinking. There is an inherent tension between the doctrines of anatta and rebirth
. The self, or ‘ego’, is an illusion to the Buddhist and there is no ‘being’, for this is mere conventional language, only a ‘collection of mental and physical states’
. In place of the metaphysical doctrine of substantial union
, which concerns the ontological status of soul and body- the anthropological constitution- is the doctrine of the five Khandhas. It is the five Khandhas which is commonly known as the person. The five Khandhas, however, are subject to the doctrine of Dependent Origination, which is the Buddha’s teaching that everything is dependent and therefore, nothing is permanent. This ‘leads to a process ontology of change’
, meaning it is impossible in Buddhism for an eternal, substantial, metaphysical soul in the anthropological constitution; the very idea of a ‘self’ presupposes permanence.  This doctrine brings about ‘the idea of a causal continuum, which provides a solution for the problem of how there can be rebirth with no vehicle of transmigration’
.  Hugh Nicholson
 says that ‘It is intended to explain the mechanism of karma and rebirth’ and how there is continuity ‘without the presupposition of a self’. So if there is no substance, and no transmigrating self, then what and who is reborn? The short answer to this is: nothing!
 
Rebirth is another conventional usage of language to designate continuity between lives. Because there is no soul or entity that transmigrates across lives, there is nothing that is reborn. However, something must function as the ‘connecting link between one karmically determined existence and another’
. Physical stuff, the body or rupa, cannot continue across lives for it is impermanent and subject to decay. So what does? Consciousness, or Vinnana, is one of the five Khandha and is believed to be ‘what’ is continued. In Buddhism consciousness is not an entity, it is not an eternal, substantial, metaphysical self or soul, but only a stream of consciousness which, by the direction of Karma, is steered from one karmic existence to another
 and becomes the condition for the new ‘being’ or ‘name-and-form’
.  Firstly then I will seek to establish what the doctrine of no-self, or anatta, is and its importance in Buddhist thought and life; it is the foundation to the whole Buddhist belief system. I will specifically look at the doctrine of the five Khandas and also anatta’s antithesis the subject of substance dualism which is most commonly associated with Rene Descartes. Secondly I will seek to represent accurately what Buddhists believe is reborn in the cycle of Samsara with my focus on Consciousness as that which is the causal link between lives. I will argue that Buddhism has the right view, in my opinion, that there is no substantial entity in man: no ‘Ghost in a machine’
; but does that mean there is no ‘self’?  And it is this view that there is no self, which is the presupposition for the Buddhist world-view, which causes the Buddhist to interpret the world around him with this frame of reference. If one’s worldview does not allow for the reality of a self, then due to the doctrine of rebirth the Buddhist is forced to create a system of continuity which includes all things and is the basis for the view that consciousness is the link, which I do not believe is necessary or true. How can consciousness link lives? What could that even look like? We can see that the entire Buddhist structure really does stand or fall on this doctrine. 
The Doctrine of Anattā 
In Buddhism there is an accepted empirical self, but not a metaphysical one
. There is no such thing as an incorporeal substance that is a soul, or self, or life-principle
. Many conventional usages of the word ‘self’ were accepted by the Buddha as mere anthropomorphic language to describe and refer to what is ultimately (in the Buddhists view) ‘a particular collection of mental and physical states’
which are impersonal. The Buddha was a Bundle theorist
 who denies the existence of a person and upholds the view that what is commonly known as a ‘person’, or Puggala, is nothing other than a combination of other elements which is a series of events unified by ‘various kinds of causal relation[s]’
. So in one sense there is a ‘self’, but it is a mere conventional reference and this concept the Buddha displayed in the doctrine of the five khandhas, or aggregates. So there is no substance, no person, no soul in Buddhism that is reborn in the cycle of samsara; there is only, as Derek Parfit states, a ‘series of different mental states and events...unified by various kinds of causal relations’
 with each series being like a bundle tied on a string with many others. This is routed in the cause and effect idea, and is very similar to that of David Hume’s idea of causation and bundle theory of the self
. In Western Philosophy and Theology there is a ‘what’. Descartes believed the mind was the ‘ego’, the self or the ‘I’, and that was the substance, his essence, himself. This is known as the ‘Ego Theory, which is in contrast to the Buddha’s bundle theory of self, and believes that all the experiences in one life are had by a person who is the subject of all those experiences. Although there is no rebirth in Christianity, there is a resurrection, a life after death and therefore, to the Christian there must be a necessary, essential essence to man. This essence is immortal. The issue for the advocate for the ‘Ego theory’ is the problematic doctrine of a ‘ghost in the machine’, and for the ‘Bundle theorist’ the issue is ‘how can there be rebirth’.  I am in agreement with the Buddhist that there is no incorporeal substance in man and I believe that man is, as Greg Bahnsen
 states, is a ‘complex psycho-physical organism’, a ‘substantival monism’, similar to the Buddha
. But does this mean that there is no self? The Christian world-view
 believes the soul is the whole person, but not necessarily a separate incorporeal substance. The Christian world-view does not state ‘what’ we are in terms of our future existence, and the Christian epistemology allows for that
. The fact the Buddha states certain things are ‘not-self’ does not mean there is no-self. Even if the Buddha did believe this and that the interpretation is correct, does it still follow that because we do not know something, that it is not true? If something is not-self does it really follow that there is no self at all? No it does not. 
The most authoritative text on the doctrine of not-self is the Anatta-lakkhana Sutta where the Buddha questions his students about the five khandas, highlighting the absence of any metaphysical self: 
"Bhikkhus, how do you conceive it: is form permanent or impermanent?" — "Impermanent, venerable Sir." — "Now is what is impermanent painful or pleasant?" — "Painful, venerable Sir." — "Now is what is impermanent, what is painful since subject to change, fit to be regarded thus: 'This is mine, this is I, this is my self'"? — "No, venerable sir."

"Is feeling permanent or impermanent?...

"Is perception permanent or impermanent?...

"Are determinations permanent or impermanent?...

"Is consciousness permanent or impermanent?" — "Impermanent, venerable sir."

Here the Buddha refers to each of the Khandas, or aggregates, as being impermanent which forces his point that the self cannot be reduced to one condition or constituent of the ‘person’. Everything that is regarded as being a part of the constitution of man is incorporated in the five khandas. It can be argued that the Buddha is arguing from an empirical perspective. However, no-where does it deny, as Tyson Anderson
 would suggest, that there is no Self, no essence of man which the Khandas are subject to. Anderson believes that the Buddha is denying ‘a certain philosophical view of the self’
 as well as affirming the empirical self which is ‘inadequate to the truth of man’
. This was in response to Richard Taylor who believed that the Buddha was denying self completely, for he does not differentiate between a philosophical view of self and an empirical view, for to Taylor what is the self is the enduring independent entity, or substance, capable of existing without the body
. In this passage the Buddha is simply stating that the aggregates are not-self. David J. Kalupahana makes the point, concerning this passage, that the Buddha is not denying all usages and ‘conception[s] of “I” (aham)...but only the metaphysical presuppositions behind’
 the idea that the aggregates are subjects of a self. I am inclined to agree with Anderson along these lines, for the wider picture is that the Buddhist world-view is monistic. The Buddhist believes that suffering comes from the illusion of diversity in reality. The five khanda are seen as a burden, as a house, and the reason one continues is due to desire which is seen as the house-builder
. The unenlightened man has a sense of self, of individuality, known as the attabhava which, in ultimate terms, is the five khandhas, for he has this sense ‘through the physical fact of the body, and the psychological fact of asmi-mana’
 (the “I” concept). If there is a separate immortal substantive entity in man, then this, as a distinct entity, could only exist in a diverse reality: it could not be eternal
. The ‘individual’ is to seek to be enlightened, and therefore is to leave this ‘house’ ontologically never to enter the cycle of samsara again. However, what is this ‘individual’? Something or someone is leaving the ‘house’. Something or someone is entering the state of enlightenment, or nirvana, and leaving samsara, but what is it? The language constraints plague the Buddhist idea of no- ultimate metaphysical -self.  If something, or someone, is leaving samsara then it follows that the same something, or someone, must also be reborn (in conventional terms) in samsara.
Nicholson makes the point that in this passage the Buddha’s doctrine actually ‘presupposes the concept of the atta as permanent (nicca) and blissful (sukha)’
. All that is taught is that, because the khandas are impermanent and subject to suffering and change, then they cannot be the ‘self’. Kalupahana believes that the Buddha denies the existence of a ‘mysterious entity’
 in this passage, especially in the first part of the statement where the Buddha states that the khandas cannot be regarded as ‘This is mine’. But this, in my opinion, seems to be begging the question. Kalupahana assumes the Buddha is denying the existence of the mysterious entity, because that is what he is seeking to prove. Anderson, on the other hand, suggest that the Buddha taught this doctrine, not to prove the non-existence of the self, but to show that although men identify themselves with aspects of themselves that are subject to pain and suffering, ‘they can, nevertheless, attain to a state that goes beyond the world of suffering and gives them a transcendental identity which they never dreamed of’
. I am more favourable to this understanding and exegesis of the Buddha’s teaching, for although there is an emphasis on the aggregates as being no-self, I believe the fallacy of bifurcation pervades the Buddhist understanding; although there are distinguished several aspects in man, it does not follow that because each one is not the person, that therefore there is no person. I do not believe there is an either-or. Peter Harvey states that the philosophical denial of self is merely a view, ‘a theory, which may or may not be agreed with’
; it is not dogmatic across all Buddhist camps, however, the concept of a substantial soul is. Just because the concept of the substantial soul is rejected along with the khandas as being the ‘self’, it doesn’t follow that there is no self. This bifurcation is a fallacy, for duality does not mean dualism. Man is a ‘complex psycho-physical organism’, not a dichotomy of substances. 
Coming back to the house imagery that something is leaving the house ontologically, we can see a similarity with St. Paul’s teaching in 2 Corinthians 5:1-10, where he ‘writes of the destruction of the earthly home- metaphorically referring to the body’
.  In the passage Paul emphasises the fact they do not want to be found ‘naked’
 but that they long for an alternative ‘tent’
 in heaven. Paul reiterates this point that they have deep groaning as they do not want to be ‘unclothed but to be clothed, so that what is mortal will be swallowed up by life’
. It is very clear that this can be seen as a belief in substantial dichotomy, however, ‘I see no warrant for this, for an immaterial substance surviving death’, I see here St. Paul using ‘anthropomorphic language trying to grasp the not yet from the ‘state which he now knows’, as Bahnsen puts it, due to ‘being tied to earthly imagery and analogies’
’.  Humans can only use language in a way that corresponds to experience. If something has never been experienced by anyone, and therefore there is a reasonable ignorance surrounding the subject and no language to describe or refer to it, then only anthropomorphic language can be used in order for people to have some concept, some imagery, some form of understanding. I believe the Buddhist has the right view that there is no substantial self, known as a soul, and that the five khandas are not self, however, I do not see a warrant for the view that because of this there is no self. So if there is no self, which the Buddhist believes, then what continues? I will now look at what is conventionally known to be reborn in the cycle of samsara. 
Continuity: ‘Who is reborn?’

In the Milindapana, after it had been established that there is no ‘permanent individuality (no soul) involved in the matter’
, no ‘permanent subject underlying’
 the impermanent khandas by the monk Nagesana, the king goes on to question what is reborn:
The king said: ‘What is it, Nagasena, that is reborn?’
‘Name-and-Form is reborn.’

‘What, is it this same name-and-form that is re-born?’

‘No: but by this name-and-form deeds are done, good or evil, and by these deeds (this Karma) another name-and form is reborn’
 
Name-and-form, or nama-rupa, refers to the ‘body made up of the four elements’
: it refers to the five khandas. But what we also see in this passage is that it is not the ‘same’ name-and-form that is reborn, but one that has its origin in the former, it has some form of continuity from the previous name-and-form via the cause of Karma. The word ‘reborn’ is merely conventional language, for how can something be reborn if it was never born in the first place; it is something that has been produced, created, caused by what preceded. What is explained is actually a doctrine of causal continuity. There is no individual, no transmigrating entity, no rebirth. The new name-and-form is ‘neither the same nor another’
 . Consciousness, or vinnana, has emerged in Buddhism, Collins states, as ‘the most important category of Buddhist psychology for the explanation of continuity and rebirth’
. The issue is that consciousness (vinnana) precedes name-and-form in the twelve steps of dependent origination. This shows that name-and-form is dependent on consciousness for its existence, but at the same time consciousness is also one of the five khanda and is therefore, one of the elements in name-and-form.  It is ‘the constituent of the personality’ that is believed to be the causal ‘link between different existences’
. Nicholson states that this ambiguity about ‘vinnana in the process of rebirth, it begs the question of a transmigrating principle’
. So if there is no transmigrating entity, then what is the relationship between Karma, Consciousness and Continuity?   
So we see that for the Buddhist the person is a ‘cluster of physical and mental events’
 that are causally linked and continuously ongoing like a stream, known as the five khandas. However, we know from experience that the physical (rupa) decays at death so it cannot continue across lives. So what is continued: A pattern of mental events? A person? Paul Griffiths attacks the proposition that ‘each individual undergoes more than one life’
 stating that it is a contradiction. This proposition implies a permanent entity that has memories and survives death, which, as we have seen, goes against the doctrine of anatta
. J.E.White replies, not by disagreeing, but by stating that there is a ‘conflict between ordinary ways of speaking and philosophical truth’
. He says that it is still true, in a conventional sense, that ‘a person survives death’
, however, ‘the philosophical truth of the matter is that there is no atman which survives, but only a continuing series of mental and physical events’
. White here advocates for a two-truth system. Griffith makes the point in reply to white, that what he is saying is no more than to assert that the proposition is false; ‘from the viewpoint of ultimate truth the proposition is false’
. Griffiths provides a reformulated proposition for ultimate truth: ‘Any given caused continuum of momentary states exhibiting sentience, (i.e. an ‘individual’) does not cease with death’
. But even with this proposition concerning ultimate truth ‘Griffiths asserts that there is no such continuity’
. There are certain characteristic of an individual continuum (person) that are not continued in the next life, of name-and form. There is no continuity of body, memory, character traits; it is questionable whether it even makes sense to speak of the ‘same individual’
. White, however, makes the point that consciousness is ‘like a flame that goes out… but just like a flame can be re-kindled, so consciousness can be produced again’
. But the issue with this, as Griffiths points out, is if many candles are set alight by one and then that one is extinguished, then ‘which is the proper continuation?’
. Another point with this imagery is that there are many candles alight at the same time as the original; does it mean that consciousness like a flame can branch out before death: the analogy doesn’t work. We can see that it makes very little sense to say that the continuum of events before death is the same as that after death, but only that these are causally linked. Nothing else is the same. 
Bhikkhu Bodhi states that ‘it is mental activity, in the form of volition, that constitutes kamma, and it is our stock of kamma that steers the stream of consciousness from the past life into a new body’
. So as we see here there is a causal continuum within and across lives. By volition, one of the aggregates, new karma is created and through consciousness which is the very awareness of these mental acts, future existence is constructed
. Consciousness, whilst forming constructions, is the very medium for the reality that is constructed
. So we can see that it is not a rebirth but a continuum of events. The causal link, or channel, for the ‘transmission of karmic influences’
 from one life to the next is the stream of consciousness. It is this consciousness that, through the process of karma, constructs the new name-and-form: it is the necessary condition for the existence of name-and-form.  It is consciousness, therefore, that is the causal link between lives, it is that which bridges the ‘gap’ between old and new existences. This of course poses a problem, for does this mean that consciousness can exist in a disembodied state? If consciousness is impermanent (dukkha), as the Buddha states that it is
, then it is dependently originated. Specifically it is dependent on the mental formations
 which are the conditions for consciousness. However, how can something that is dependent on the physical brain, for that is where mental activity takes place
,  be that which is the medium for what itself has constructed: namely name-and-form? It becomes circular with no actual origin. Hugh Nicholson makes the point that this karma and rebirth doctrinal understanding in Buddhism actually ‘presuppose some functional equivalent of the self
’. But it is not immortal, not eternal so it cannot be a self. There is great tension here. We know that it is not difficult to imagine something disembodied, for we are naturally inclined to think that way due to the fact we think in images and images that come from experience. We can image a duality, and something transmigrating, for this is the ‘eternalist view of the substantial spiritual self’
; this is the very essence of Descartes understanding of his own relation to his body, and it is the view that has pervaded the western culture for millennia. But this view does not believe in karmic rebirth, and therefore a ‘self’ is less problematic with experience, for the Buddhist has to show that there is continuity between lives but no substantial transmigrating self. The person is not the same or different, which is a contradiction. How can something not be the same, and at the same time in the same relationship not be different? 
Because of this tension that arises, Buddhists have to forcefully make the point time and again that ‘consciousness is not a single transmigrating entity’
. It is a ‘stream of evanescent acts of consciousness’
 and these, due to the nature of causality, arise and subsist and pass away. So what we have are units of consciousness in a continuum. This also poses a problem, for when one unit passes then what is the causal link to the next? There must be something else that links, and because everything is built on the idea of dependent origination, the causal continuum, there will always be this ‘gap’ and therefore, the question of a transmigrating entity will not go away. The Buddhist, however, insists that Consciousness continues and each unit of consciousness inherits and contains ‘the entire karmic legacy of that stream’
 however many lives it has been through. And this consciousness brings with it the constructions formed out the karma resulting from those previous lives in samsara
. Every volitional deed makes an imprint on the stream of consciousness, which is carried, as it were, along that stream with seeds capable of bearing fruit
. Now what this looks like is an enigma. Consciousness is acting as some sort of memory, or carrier of seeds, and we also know the karma (as is believed) is that which steers consciousness from one karmic existence to another. But how? These karmic processes are said to be acting autonomously: there is no personal judge in charge, but all happens via the intrinsic power of volition
. What is this power? How can an impersonal autonomous process have intrinsic justice, for justice is attributed to karma? This sounds very similar to the physicists’ view of an impersonal force which can explain the fine tuning of the universe; however, there is no justice or morality attributed to this force
.  Maybe the Neoplatonic, or the Heracliteon logos?
 But again: both impersonal. The closest could be the divine personal logos, of which is attributed to be Jesus Christ, however, this would undoubtedly require a ‘self’ to exist. Here we see once again the tension. 
The Buddist describes the link as a ‘descent’
. The consciousness that continues, this stream with its units, is said to ‘descend’ upon a new mother’s womb ‘to form a being constructed out of the karma’
 from that causal continuum, that stream. Consciousness meets with the new embryo and thus creates a new name-and-form. The fact that consciousness is the seed bearer, suggest that the seeds become implanted and are ready to bear fruit. ‘How past volition’, as Bodhi states, ‘can influence the zygote’ no one knows, but are to take the Buddha’s word as ultimate authority that ‘such an influence must be real’
.  Again the problem arises of the existence of some separate entity. If something is to descend into a body to form another body, suggests a ‘pre-existent disembodied consciousness’
. The modern monk Nyanatiloka, to get around this concept of transmigrating entity, a carrier of ‘constructions’, replaces it with karmic-energy. He states that three things are needed for the formation of an embryo: the female ovum, the male sperm, and the karma-energy
- commonly known as ‘ghost’
. He states that ‘this karma-energy is sent forth by the dying individual at the moment of his death’
. This individual sends ‘forth karmic energies like a flash of lightning’
 hitting the womb ready for conception. So does it mean that even if the consciousness, or karmic-energy, went to another embryo, then that embryo would still be born? What is it that determines which embryo the consciousness is to go to, or karmic-energy? And how? What is the relationship between the embryo and the karmic-energy? One could even go so far as to ask the question, why is the embryo formed if the reason birth takes place is due to karma? Or following Nyanatiloka’s view, if the embryo is only formed when karma-energy hits the sperm and ovum, then how does karma ‘know’ where and when that will happen?  If Karma steers consciousness to the ‘right’ place, then does it mean that the same karma has ‘chosen’ the womb, or pre-determined that this particular stream will continue only in and through this particular womb, causing a name-and-form to be created? These questions cannot be answered here, but show the inherent tension with this doctrine.
So it is clear, as we have seen, that the Buddhist views consciousness as that which is the causal link between lives and is the element that emerges in a new name-and-form, or life, as well as being the medium for this construction. However, due to the ’gap’ between the units of consciousness that arise, subsist and then pass away, that I mentioned earlier, there must be something that is subsisting. This brings us to the Bhavanga-mind, the ‘sub-conscious life stream’
. This subconscious life stream is said to be the sin qua non of life in the Theravada tradition
: it is the closest thing to the essence of man. It is known as ‘the raison d’être of individual life; it is the life-continuum’
.  For the Buddhist, bhavanga explains all of continuity; it is like a thread that connects all events, all conscious moments
; it is a sub-conscious stream of life. Bhavanga for the Buddhist is ultimate fact
. The term Bhava is used to represent the mental formations and consciousness together
, which as we have seen together represent construction-consciousness. These two khandas are known as the ‘constituent of existence’
. The term anga takes the meaning of ‘link’
. So the word Bhavanga itself means ‘link of existence’. It undergirds vinnana which carries, as it where, the karma to the next name-and-form. It is, as Collins states, ‘literally a ‘stop gap’ in the sequence of moments’
. This is very clever for it fills the ‘gaps’ between the units of consciousness; it is a single thread that has no connecting thread itself but only ‘the overall force of karma which creates them’. Bhavanga is unbroken. However, all this sounds very solid, yet it just pushes the problem back further to another level. The idea of the Bhavanga mind has not removed the question of how there is continuity, what is reborn, for by introducing another dimension to the argument it has only added to the problem. The question goes from ‘how do units of consciousness continue across lives: what fills the gap?’ to ‘how do units of bhavanga continue across lives: what fills the gap’? Nothing changes; the problem is still there. The issue is that there is always the presupposition of ‘some functioning equivalent of the self’, as Nichols states. 
Conclusion

In my opinion then, because nothing is permanent for the Buddhist, and everything is conditioned, there will always be needed a link in the chain. I do not believe it is necessary to believe there is no-self. The self does not by necessity need to be a substance, only eternal. Man as a ‘complex psycho physical organism…a substantive monism’
, as I believe he is, is a complete whole. Man is a person, and in my opinion, it is not necessary to identify a separate entity as the person: this is the problem Descartes had with substance dualism, or substance dichotomy. Dhivan Jones
 denies that consciousness can be reborn as, like everything else, it arises dependent on conditions, but he also pleads ignorance to what is
 reborn. Just because there is reasoned ignorance does not mean he is wrong about consciousness. Similarly I do not believe there is warrant for consciousness as that which is reborn, or continued, nor do I believe there is warrant for there being no-self, however, I do not know what the ‘I’ will be once the body decays. It is clear that nothing, for the Buddhist, is reborn in the ultimate sense, for this is only a conventional usage of language. In the ultimate sense, what is believed to be continued is vinnana by the direction of Karma and this is still helped, as it were, by Bhavanga: the sub-consciousness; so ultimately it is consciousness. I believe Buddhism is plagued by the limitations of language, and this adds to the confusion with the explanation of these doctrines and how they interact: there relationships. Even the modern monk Nyanatiloka is limited in explaining the karmic-energy as a ‘ghost’
. Can we still not rid ourselves of the ‘Ghost in the machine’
?
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