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Abstract
This essay aims to address a subsection of the question ‘what is the meaning of life?’, more specifically, from within the context of the Buddhist religion, how is meaning to be found across multiple incarnations. It focuses upon the role of identity and questions the feasibility of continuous identity across rebirth. This has been achieved through a specific focus upon the faculty of memory and the role it plays in maintaining a continuity of identity.
The philosophy of John Locke has been explored extensively and both his memory theory of identity and an opposing critique of this theory, provided by Bernard Williams, have been applied to the Buddhist context. This discussion has involved applying the basic tenets of both Locke’s and Williams’ theories to the Buddhist teachings of karma, rebirth and anātman, non-self. Such discussion has enabled a further level of analysis through an examination of the problems encountered when applying Western philosophical arguments to the Eastern Buddhist context.
A detailed explanation of all three of these core teachings will be provided through utilising the Buddhist scriptures, the sutras, and ancient Buddhist texts including the Milindapañha. In addition to this, alternative interpretations have also been examined through the use of demythologized accounts, interpretations of these key teachings free from any mythological narrative. Both the traditional and reinterpreted understandings of these teachings have been contrasted and applied to the same philosophical discussion raised by the question of continuous identity. This has enabled this essay to reach the conclusion that metaphysical discussion does not aid the ultimate goal of Buddhism. The escape of saṃsāra and the attainment of nirvāṇa is only possible through perfection of morality, meditation and wisdom achieved through cultivating the noble eightfold path.














Introduction 
Philosophy is defined as ‘the study of the fundamental nature of knowledge, reality, and existence’ (Oxford English Dictionary,2015, philosophy entry). It is concerned with the deep questions of our existence; what does it mean to be alive? Is death the end of existence? How did I come into being? Nagel notes that such questions naturally arise within human beings, derived from the world around us, our environments, and our own existence; they are ‘questions the reflective human mind finds naturally puzzling’ (Nagel,1987). As such, the same questions naturally arise time and time again; the topics discussed by modern day academics are the same as those that plagued the minds of ancient Greek philosophers. Mark Vernon’s book Plato’s Podcasts’ seeks to illustrate the transferability of ancient thought to the modern day world. He argues that the spirit of ancient thought ‘speaks across the centuries’ (Vernon:2009:169) and he illustrates this through many examples, including the application of Sextus Empiricus’ philosophy to the notion of modern-day diet culture (Vernon,2009:168-176). There are no right or wrong answers to these questions; there is no mathematical equation, or scientific experiment that can offer proof one way or the other. Philosophical discussion remains abstract, theoretical by nature. Thus, it is unsurprising that the same topics of discussion should arise centuries apart. 

One such topic that is often the first to come to mind when considering philosophical debate is ‘what is the meaning of life?’. How do we as human beings find meaning in our existence? This again is a question we see in a range of different philosophical thoughts, from Plato’s forms, to Bentham’s utilitarianism to Nietzsche’s nihilism.  Arguably this topic is of even greater significance within the modern day debate, as our ever growing knowledge of the universe has cemented our infinitely small place within it. Within this essay there is not scope to discuss this question in its entirety, many have struggled to address every angle of the debate within entire books. Thus, I will focus on this subject within the context of the Buddhist religion, specifically looking at how we find meaning across multiple incarnations. It must be noted that the aim of this essay is not to analyse the available evidence for reincarnation, but rather to explore how the notion of reincarnation interacts with the concepts of rebirth and identity. Thus, evidence will not be assessed as to how far it ‘proves’ the existence of rebirth; the arguments of this essay will be explored though the Buddhist perspective and thus rebirth will be treated as an accepted truth. Additionally, the aim of this essay is not to provide an answer to the question of the meaning of life across incarnations. The discussion that follows here will not provide a concrete position, but rather will add to the narrative surrounding Buddhist philosophy and the topic of reincarnation. 

Such discussion will be achieved by focusing upon the role of continuous identity across multiple lives, and whether or not this is a necessary condition if we are to find meaning across multiple incarnations. This will be explored specifically through the faculty of memory, and the role that such a faculty plays towards the notion of continuous identity. In doing so this essay will apply the theory of the British Seventeenth Century philosopher John Locke, who cites memory as a fundamental part of our identity; he maintains that without memory we cannot claim a continuous identity. Critiques and oppositions to this theory will be explored in detail before both positions are applied to the Buddhist context of reincarnation. This process will not only test Locke’s theory of memory and identity but will also highlight issues that are raised by contrasting Eastern and Western philosophy built upon two distinctly different cosmological view points. This line of discussion will be explored throughout this essay alongside the central focus of this essay.

[bookmark: _Hlk113894546][bookmark: _Hlk113894752]In order to explore the intricacies of this essay’s central focus it is first essential to have a deep and comprehensive understanding of the Buddhist religion, its main tenets and its cosmological world view.  Therefore, this essay will first begin by introducing the key Buddhist notions of karma and rebirth. The textual basis for both of these teachings will be explored through the ancient Buddhist scriptures, the sūtras. It must be noted that, as with all world religions, there is no single interpretation of the teachings; multiple denominational variations exist, with each placing their own importance on differing aspects of the religion. Within Buddhism the two most notable of these denominations are Mahāyāna and Theravāda. These two schools developed out of a disagreement regarding what constituted the ‘true teachings’ of the Buddha. The Theravāda school claims to be the oldest school, of which the Mahāyāna school is said to have split from; both schools claim that they uphold the Buddha’s ‘original teachings’ (Mark,2020). From this split different cannons of literature and scripture were also developed, ‘held by some as true while rejected by others’ (Mark,2020). Unsurprisingly, a difference in practises arose in response to this difference in scripture and these differences persist today. However, it must be noted that the central tenets of the Buddhist faith are accepted by both schools, there is ‘hardly any difference between Theravāda and Mahāyāna with regard to the fundamental teachings’(Rahula,1996)[footnoteRef:1]. As this essay will be focusing upon central Buddhist teachings it will not employ a distinction between Mahāyāna and Theravāda understandings, nor will it distinguish between Mahāyāna and Theravāda scripture. As such, sources from both the Pali canon and the Mahāyāna Buddhist canon will be utilised throughout. For consistency, this essay will make us of Sanskrit definitions for ease of understanding to the reader. [1:  For more information on the development of these, and other schools of Buddhist thought see Williams, 2005. ] 


The teachings of karma and rebirth will be explored within the wider context of Eastern religion, as shared religious teachings across Buddhism, Hinduism and Jainism. Both similarities and divergences will be identified, and as a result, the unique, defining features of the Buddhist teachings will be illustrated. Karma and Rebirth will also both be discussed in regards to their connection with the wider Buddhist teachings of impermanence, anitya, dependant origination, pratītya-samutpāda, and the nature of suffering, duhkha. Once this has been explored this essay will then turn to a discussion of anātman, the Buddhist teaching of non-self. Anātman will be explained within the context of both karma and rebirth, again using the sūtras to provide a detailed explanation. This discussion will lead to further questions regarding the functioning of both karma and rebirth in light of the teaching of non-self.

Once an understanding of these key teachings has been established this essay will then turn to the central discussion regarding how meaning can be found across multiple incarnations. As previously mentioned, this will be done through the use of Locke’s theory of personal identity and the fundamental importance he attributes to the faculty of memory. Not only will this essay unpick the details of Locke’s arguments, presenting both an explanation and critique of his position, it will also explore the application of this argument to the Buddhist context. This will be achieved by focusing upon the teaching of anātman and the impact that this has upon Locke’s position, examining how we apply the concept of memory in the absence of the existence of the soul. As previously mentioned, this will lead to further discussion regarding the application of Western philosophy, underpinned by Western cosmology, to the contrasting Buddhist worldview and the issues that arise from this.

Up until this point this essay will have focused purely upon textual evidence, presenting the Buddhist teachings as explained through the sūtras alone. The final chapter of this essay will introduce an alternative way of thinking by examining various interpretations of the teachings that have been discussed thus far. This will be achieved through an exploration of the concept of demythologizing, which is defined as a process intended to ‘reinterpret a subject so that it is free of mythical elements’ (Oxford English Dictionary,2015:demythologize entry). Within the religious context, this process refers to the reinterpretation of religious texts so that they are free of any supernatural elements. By viewing the key teachings of anātman and rebirth through this alternate lens this essay will undertake a new level of analysis. This final chapter will look at the impact such reinterpretations have on the issues discussed within the previous chapter. Can an alternative understanding of the teaching of anātman lead to a reconciliation between Locke’s identity theory and rebirth? And in doing so, can this further impact upon how we find meaning across multiple lives.

After a through discussion of the implications of this, this essay will then turn to its conclusion. Philosophical questions such as those raised within this essay are as applicable over time as they are over cultures; just as the focus of ancient philosophy is still notable today so too is the focus of Western philosophy onto the context of the Buddhist faith. However, such application is not without its problems; it is hard to reconcile arguments that spring from such divergent backgrounds. Although demythologizing offers a way to seemingly bypass these problems the process itself is not without its own critique. The unique nature of the Buddhist faith however, mitigates the importance of such issues. Questions of a metaphysical nature, such as those that have formed the focus of this essay, do not serve the ultimate goal of Buddhism, the escape of eternal rebirth, saṃsāra. 


























Chapter 1 – What is Karma?
There is no singular definition of the word karma. The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as ‘good or bad luck, viewed as resulting from one's actions’ (Oxford English Dictionary,2015,karma entry) whist the online dictionary lists multiple definitions including ‘fate’, ‘destiny’ and ‘the cosmic principle according to which each person is rewarded or punished in one incarnation according to that person's deeds in the previous incarnation’ (Dictionary.com,2022,karma entry). Potter argues that there is no such thing as “the” karma principle; understandings and interpretations of karma are so vast and complex that he instead suggests there to be a ‘legion’ of karma theories rather than one, single understanding (Potter,2001).

We see karma in multiple different contexts, both religious and non-religious, but we primarily associate karma with Eastern religion. The word karma is derived from the Sanskrit karman meaning ‘to act’ (Olivelle,2022). It first appears in the Hindu text the Rigveda where it refers to sacrificial ritual action and then later, in the Upanishads, referring instead to ‘causality of action’(Bowker,2016:194).

Within a religious context, The Oxford Dictionary of World Religion defines karma as ‘the law of consequence with regard to action, which is the driving force behind the cycle of reincarnation or rebirth, saṃsāra, in Asian religions’ (Bowker,2016:194). It refers to the notion that every action has a resulting consequence that will be brought to fruition in either this life or a future rebirth. This understanding serves as a way of contextualising the laws of the cosmos and our place within it; a variation of this understanding is accepted in many religious traditions including, but not limited to, Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Taoism. 

But karma is not limited solely to the religious domain; many researchers have conducted experiments to try to illustrate a wide spread acceptance of karma. One such example is that of Banerjee and Bloom whose experiments amongst American children sought to exemplify the presence of what they termed ‘karmic bargaining’. The experiment, undertaken amongst four-six year olds, revealed that children were more likely to give away stickers to other children rather than throwing them away due to the perception that they would later benefit from this good act. This, Banerjee and Bloom argued, illustrated the children’s acknowledgement that good acts will result in unrelated future desired action (Banerjee&Bloom,2017).

Due to word constraints this essay will focus on karma within just one context, that of the Buddhist religion. The notion of karma features in many Buddhist sūtras, perhaps most notably within the Maha Kammavibhanga Sutta: The Great Exposition of Kamma. Within this sūtra the Buddha explains an understanding of karma to a confused wanderer. He gives an example of a person who in this life ‘kills living beings here, takes what is not given, misconducts himself in sexual desires’ and that upon death of the body is reborn ‘in states of dissolution…in hell’ (Thera,1993b). This clearly exemplifies an understanding of karma in accordance with the earlier definition provided by the Oxford Dictionary of World Religion; bad deeds give rise to bad consequences. However, the Buddha does not stop here; this he claims is only a partial understanding of the entire truth. One should not assume from the example provided that every ‘evil do-er’ who commits bad actions will be subject to the same consequences and reborn in the same state of dissolution. One should not accept that ‘only this is true, everything else is wrong’ (Thera,1993b). For karma is so complex that a rigid, dogmatic understanding is too simplistic an approach to take.

The Buddha continues to give further examples of ‘the evil-doer who goes to hell, the evil-doer who goes to heaven, the good man who goes to heaven, and the good man who goes to hell’ (Thera,1993b), thus exemplifying that not all ‘evil doers’ will be reborn in a hell realm and not all ‘good men’ will be reborn in a heavenly realm. This is due to the complexity of karma. Heavenly rebirth is due to good karma, but the Buddha explains that this good karma may still be attributed to the evil doer, ‘perhaps it was done by him earlier, or the good kamma producing his happiness was done by him later, or right view was undertaken and completed by him at the time of his death’(Thera,1993b). This does not negate the bad karma resulting from the evil doers actions, ‘he will feel the result of that here and now, or in his next rebirth, or in some subsequent existence’(Thera,1993b). Karma does not always produce immediate consequences.


Karma is not only attributed to actions such as killing and stealing which are given as examples by the Buddha. Thinking of a bad action will lead to bad mental karma, especially, as Harvey notes, when one gives energy to the bad thought rather than letting it pass (Harvey,2013:40). Karma applies to any intentional action, be that mental, verbal or physical. "Intention, I tell you, is kamma. Intending, one does kamma by way of body, speech, & intellect"(Access to insight,2005). Actions must be intentional, they must be ‘deeds wilfully done’(Harvey,2013:40). Payutto gives the example of tearing up a piece of paper. When this action is done out of anger the intention is destructive, rather than when the action is done out of neutrality such as when throwing away an old letter. The first action impacts upon the quality of the mind. Over time the accumulation of such acts of destructive intent may develop into more significant levels through the law of karma (Payutto,2007). It is this focus upon intention that differs from the Upanishadic and Jain understandings of Karma (Watts,2014:23). For example, within the Jain faith there is a strict adherence to the notion of nonviolence, ahimsa. In practicing ahimsa adherents are to wish no harm to any living beings ‘either deliberately… or through one’s carelessness’(Long,2009:97). For even unintentional acts of violence are seen to attract negative karma to the soul.

Thus far, karma has been understood in an individual manner; my actions determine my future consequences. However, in his work ‘Critical Questions Towards a Naturalized Concept of Karma in Buddhism’ Wright questions whether Buddhist karma is best conceived of individually or collectively (Wright,2004). In Buddhist theory, karma is differentiated into individual-karma āveṇika-karma and common, sometimes referred to as communal karma, sādhāraṇa-karma (Lin&Yen,2015). Our lives are inevitably intertwined with those around us, be that family, friends, or the wider community; our ‘lines of influence and outcome co-mingle, along family lines and among friends, co-workers, and co-citizens’(Wright,2004:86). 

The research of Tannenbaum and her ethnographic work amongst the Theravādin Buddhist community in the Shan village of North-Western Thailand provides an example of this principle in action. She explains how amongst the Shan community it is commonly accepted that they will often be reborn amongst their existing communities. Tannenbaum cites the example of Ay Phan, who was visited in a dream by his deceased friend, Ay Phit, asking if he could live with him. Upon the birth of Ay Phan’s first son it was accepted that he was Ay Phit reborn. This belief is underpinned by the notion of shared merit; the Shan community accept that those who make merit together in this life will often be reborn together in their next life. They find themselves intrinsically linked with their communities and are often reborn into the same communities or within the same area. Even when separated by distance it is accepted that they will somehow meet again within their next incarnation; Tannenbaum’s position as an anthropologist within the community is seen as one such example of this (Tannenbaum,2015).

The work of Walters within the Theravādin communities of Sri Lanka similarly alludes to the idea of community rebirth; he notes examples of families aspiring to be reborn together in their next incarnation. This, he explains, is possible through the notion of ‘sociokarma’; ‘karma has social dimensions and society has karmic dimensions’(Walters,2013:11). This allows for communities and families to be seen as ‘co-transmigrating social units’(Walters,2013:22). Such examples, Walters argues, are not without textual support, as those people that feature within the stories of the Buddha’s life are seen to be reborn together again and again within the jātaka tales, the stories of the Buddha’s previous lives. ‘Thus, the jātaka as a whole represents an unmistakable monument to sociokarmic thinking in its portrayal of the constantly intersecting previous lives of the same group of people who dominate the Buddha’s final/present life’ (Walters,2013:14).


Within this intertwined picture it is hard to conceive that our actions would not affect those around us and by extension, that the consequences of these actions would be felt by us in isolation. Such an argument raises further questions and only adds to the complexity of karma. Wright argues that this is currently an underdeveloped theory with more potential to be explored (Wright,2004). This will be discussed in more detail in chapter 4, where the notion of reinterpretation of Buddhist teachings will be explored.

As we have already seen, Buddhist understandings of karma hold many similarities with other Eastern religious teachings. This is unsurprising as the Buddha taught against the backdrop of the earlier Vedic period. He built upon the Vedic understanding of karma and added to it what Buddhism identifies as its final aspect, the cessation of karma. Buddhism goes beyond simply living with karma and living in accordance with Karma, instead Buddhism seeks to be liberated from karma and no longer carry its burdens; ‘to be beyond karma’ (Watts,2014). This can be distinctly seen in the Nibbedhika sūtra within which the Buddha explains to his disciples the full extent of karma: 
‘Kamma should be known. The cause by which kamma comes into play should be known. The diversity in kamma should be known. The result of kamma should be known. The cessation of kamma should be known. The path of practice for the cessation of kamma should be known’ (Bhikkhu,1997)

The path of practice the Buddha makes refence to here is known as the noble eightfold path, the ārya-aṣṭaṅga-mārga (Bhikkhu,1997). Keown defines the eightfold path as ‘the path that leads from saṃsāra to nirvāṇa’; a cumulative programme of eight factors to be practised simultaneously to escape the cycle of rebirth (Keown,2004:84). By following this path one can achieve the cessation of karma and by extension the cessation of suffering. A full understating of suffering is essential to contextualise this and can be achieved through an exploration of what is commonly referred to as the Buddha’s first sermon, the Dhammacakkappavattana sūtra (Bhikkhu,1993). Upon achieving liberation, the Buddha sought to teach his method to other ascetics and does so first by teaching the truth of suffering, duhkha. This teaching is divided into four main points, the four noble truths; the truth of suffering, the origin of suffering, the cessation of suffering and the path that leads to the cessation of suffering. The Buddhist teaching of the four noble truths, ārya-satya, is often cited as ‘the single most important teaching of the historical Buddha’(Anderson,2014).

Suffering is an inevitable part of life. Suffering can encompass physical suffering experienced through pain and disease, emotional suffering experienced through grief or loss as well as what Keown refers to as ‘existential’ suffering, experienced through frustration, disappointment and dissolution (Keown,1996:47). In the stories of the historical Buddha’s life, we see that he too experienced this suffering. In a story often referred to as the ‘four sights’ the Buddha, born of princely status, becomes tired of life within the palace and takes a tour of the outer city. During his tour he first encounters an old man signifying the suffering of ageing, followed by a sick man signifying the suffering of disease then followed by a corpse signifying the suffering of death. The Buddha learns that these sufferings are ‘evils experienced by all’ and this cycle of suffering is an inevitable part of all life (Penner,2009:27-32). It was the fourth and final sign, a homeless ascetic, that offered the Buddha hope that he too could search for a way to escape this suffering (Bhikkhu,1997). 

The second noble truth explains that all suffering is caused by craving, or desire; ‘craving for sensual pleasure, craving for becoming, craving for non-becoming’ (Bhikku,1993). Such craving only leads to more craving which in turn only leads to more suffering; ‘craving fuels suffering in the way that wood fuels the fire’(Keown,1996)[footnoteRef:2]. This concept of causality is best explained in the Buddhist doctrine of dependant origination, pratītya-samutpāda. In essence, this doctrine teaches that ‘all phenomena arise in dependence on causes and conditions’; in other words, ‘when this exists that arises’(Keown,2004:221).  [2:  There is not scope within this essay to fully discuss the notions of craving and desire within Buddhism. For further explanation see Webster,2005.] 


The most common formulation of the doctrine is that known as the 12 links, the twelve chains of dependant arising: 
Conditioned by (1) ignorance are (2) formations, conditioned by formations is (3) consciousness, conditioned by consciousness is (4) mind-and-body, conditioned by mind-and-body are (5) the six senses, conditioned by the six senses is (6) sense -contact, conditioned by sense-contact is (7) feeling, conditioned by feeling is (8) craving, conditioned by craving is (9) grasping, conditioned by grasping is (10) becoming, conditioned by becoming is (11) birth, conditioned by birth is (12) old-age and death-grief, lamentation, pain, sorrow and despair come into being. Thus is the arising of this whole mass of suffering’ (Gethin,1998:141-142). 

This is the Buddhist nature of causality; craving, caused itself by other conditions, will always inevitably lead to future rebirth and thus future suffering in a continuous cycle. It is the third noble truth, the cessation of suffering, which aims to put an end to this cycle.  This truth details that ‘when craving is removed suffering ceases and nirvāṇa is attained’(Keown,1996:52). The fourth and final truth sets out the path that leads to the cessation of suffering.

As we have already seen this path is the noble eightfold path, the ārya-aṣṭaṅga-mārga. The noble eightfold path is sometimes described as ‘the middle way’ as it promotes a life neither of indulgence nor austerity, but rather a course directly between the two. By following the middle way and cultivating morality, meditation and wisdom, through the eight factors of the eightfold path the Buddha taught that one could develop virtue and knowledge, enough to escape the cycle of saṃsāra (Keown,1996:55), ‘the cycle of repeated birth and death’ (Keown,2004:248). The eight factors of the eightfold path are known as right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration. A more detailed explanation of the eight factors of the noble eightfold path is provided in table 1.  Gethin describes the noble eightfold path not as a set of stages ‘each one being completed before moving on to the next’, but rather ‘eight significant dimensions of one's behaviour-mental, spoken, and bodily’(Gethin,1998:59-82). As such the eight factors of the eightfold path work in dependence of one another, together becoming ‘a complete way of living’(Gethin,1998:59-82). When correctly cultivated, ‘the cause of the arising of suffering is removed, and nirvāṇa is attained’(Keown,1996:55).  The twelve-stage cycle of dependant arising is broken, and we no longer follow an endless cycle of suffering and rebirth. Karma is no longer generated and no longer passed from rebirth to rebirth. It is through this final step, the cessation of suffering and thus the cessation of karma, that the Buddhist notion of karma can be fully understood.




Table 1 The Noble Eightfold Path (Gethin,1998:81)
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Chapter 2 - What is non-self?
[bookmark: _Hlk108624572]This essay has thus far examined the Buddhist teaching of karma and illustrated the complexities associated with it. But the teaching of karma does not operate in isolation. Just as the teaching of suffering aids our understanding of karma so too does the teaching of rebirth. As we have already touched upon, the Buddhist religious tradition asserts a belief in saṃsāra, the continuous cycle of birth and death. This too is found within other Eastern religious traditions. But how the notions of karma and rebirth operate alongside each other again differs within Buddhism. 

As we briefly discussed in the previous chapter, the religion of Jainism asserts that karma attaches to the soul when instances of violence occur. In Jainism karma is seen as a form of matter that is attracted to the soul causing it to become deformed from its ideal state. This attraction is the result of the passions of the soul; ‘the passions’ effect of drawing karma to the soul is sometimes compared to the way that wetting a cloth makes it attract dust’ (Long,2009:95). It is the karma of the soul which determines the type of body that the soul will be reborn into in its next incarnation through a distinction between karmic reward and karmic punishment. Although Hinduism does not assert that karma is a form of physical matter there are notable similarities in its treatment of karma and rebirth. The cycle of rebirth is similarly seen to be fuelled by karma; karma determines the destination of the soul as it transmigrates to a new body (Knott,2016:37).

Both these positions emphasise the importance of the soul, and its position within transmigration. It is the soul which travels from body to body ‘as a caterpillar or leech travels from one blade of grass to another’(Flood,1966:86). But this is not the case within Buddhism, as Buddhism teaches in fact that there is no such thing as a ‘soul’. This is known as the teaching of non-self, anātman. Keown defines anātman as the doctrine that asserts that ‘both the individual and objects are devoid of any unchanging, eternal, or autonomous substratum’(Keown,2004:13). This is in direct juxtaposition to the Brahmanical understanding of the soul, described in the Bhagavad-gita by the deity Krishna as ‘unbreakable…everlasting… unalterable, immutable, and primordial’ (Mukundananda,2014).

Buddhism by contrast asserts ‘there is no permanent, underlying substance that can be called the soul’(Tikkanen ,2007). Change is inevitable and remains a fundamental feature of everything; ‘mountains wear down, material goods wear out’(Harvey,2013:57) and in the same sense the form of the body changes, through cell renewal and aging. This too can be said of the mind; our feelings and moods alter and our opinions and core beliefs may change over time. Nothing is permanent and thus there can be no permanent self that exists. ‘It is one of the great emphases of Buddhist teaching that the things of the world are impermanent and unreliable’ (Gethin,1998:26). Impermanence, anitya, is seen as the first of the ‘three marks’ of all conditioned phenomena (Keown,2004:15). As earlier exemplified through the teaching of dependant origination, all things arise and pass away in relation to one another. This process takes place constantly, from moment to moment, and thus nothing remains unchanged; all phenomena are impermanent. Impermanence inevitably leads to suffering, for by failing to understand impermanence we live our lives in constant pursuit of cravings and desires. When we fail to recognise the temporary nature of the state of happiness we continuously crave this state.  It is only once impermanence is truly realised that this craving and grasping can ‘wither away’(Chah,2005:38).


Rather than the existence of a continuous soul, Buddhism accepts that all sentient beings are instead comprised of five aggregates, five components ‘which collectively constitute the human individual’ (Keown,2004:270). These components, referred to as the skandas, are - material form, feelings, perceptions, volitional states or mental formations, and consciousness (Mendis,2017). It is these 5 aggregates alone that make up both the physical and mental components of a person. The Anatta-lakkhana sūtra, often referred to as the Buddha’s second sermon, goes into more detail regarding the nature of the skandas. Each aggregate is by nature impermanent, and impermanence is by nature seen to be unsatisfactory. As all phenomena are subject to impermanence the Buddha concludes that the aggregates are not fit to be regarded as ‘self’, 'this is not mine, this is not I, this is not myself’ (Thera,1993a). Thus, the notion of a ‘person’ does not exist in itself, ‘no permanent, substantial, independent, metaphysical self could be found’ (Harvey,2013:59) only a collection of the five impermanent aggregates. This completes the teaching of the three marks of existence, all phenomena are by nature impermanent, non-self and unsatisfactory or suffering (Keown,1996). It should be noted that some scholars have argued that the Buddha intended nirvāṇa to be the third mark, rather than suffering[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  For further information on this see Hanh, 1998] 


Although, as exemplified through the teaching of anātman, the Buddha denied the existence of a soul and the idea of a ‘person’, we still see these terms feature within Buddhist literature. Their presence is often explained through the notion of ‘two truths’, satyadvaya. Newland and Tillemans differentiate between the two truths as ‘the conventional truth of the world, lokasaṃvṛtisatya, and what is true from the ultimate perspective, paramārthataḥ’ (Newland &Tillemans,2011:3). The two truths are seen as ‘a construct for reconciling apparently contradictory statements in scripture based on their pedagogical intent’ (Newland &Tillemans,2011:5). This is evident in the Buddha’s treatment of a ‘person’. As we have already seen, the Anatta-lakkhana Sutta clearly denies the existence of a metaphysical self, yet if we are to look another piece of Buddhist scripture, the Aṅguttaranikāya there is clear reference to a ‘person’ who ‘was born out of compassion for the world’ (Newland &Tillemans,2011:6). This latter use of the term ‘person’ would appear to contradict earlier teachings of anātman, however only if this is accepted as the ‘ultimate perspective’. If instead we see it as simply a conventional truth, we are able to understand its use as nothing more than a way of conforming to the world around it. Thus ‘person’ becomes the conventional truth whilst the 5 skandas remain the ultimate truth. ‘Just as, with an assemblage of parts, the word 'chariot' is used, so, when the aggregates are present, there's the convention 'a being' (Bhikkhu,1997). 

Without an acceptance of the existence of the soul, such as that found within the religious traditions both Jainism and Hinduism, the mechanics of karma become less clear; ‘If wisdom includes realizing there is no self, the existence of karma seems challenged’ (Swatos,1998:66). Without a ‘self’, who do the actions of the actor effect? ‘How does karma done by not-self give results for self?’ (Watts,2014:8). Jargo offers an explanation for this through the concept of individuality. He argues that in spite of non-self, there still remains a sense of individuality within the skandhas. Our sense of volition, our ability to will, part of the consciousness skandha, is the mental attribute that is most commonly identified as ‘mine’ (Jargo,1997). My thoughts and my actions all pertain to a sense of selfhood, an actor who is the subject of these experiences. However, as we know, this is not in accordance with the teaching of anātman. Harvey notes that volition is also a product of dependant origination; our thoughts and our inclinations are all conditioned through the twelve links, all of which ‘dynamically interact to form the living process of personality’(Harvey,2013:67). Jargo argues that volition remains such a strong force that it does not simply cease to exist upon death, it continues to arise, just as it has done within this life. The final moment of consciousness within this life gives rise to the first moment of consciousness within the next life, the quality of this consciousness is dependent upon the quality of the last consciousness. Although there is no ‘self’ that experiences this shift from ceasing to arising this experience is still able to remain ‘individual’. Jargo notes that we do not undergo ‘crossed wires’ of experience; the experiences of person A, using the term ‘person’ in its conventional sense, always remain separate to those of person B. ‘My state of mind and body does not get mixed up in what is in your account and vice versa. It stays in each person's account’ (Jargo,1997). Thus, individuality can remain from the final consciousness of this life to the first consciousness of the next; ‘individuality is there but there is no individual in it’ (Jargo,1997). Karma is able to flow though incarnations in the same way as consciousness and thus does not require the existence of a soul to function.

Thus far this essay has examined some of the Buddhist faith’s most important teachings, notably non-self, karma and rebirth, and how such concepts can be understood on a practical level. This has included an exploration of what constitutes a human being, what exactly is reborn and how karma follows from one incarnation to the next. But this is not the focus of this essay; instead this essay aims to assess these teachings on a philosophical level. How do we find meaning across a multitude of different lifetimes without the continuous identity accredited to the soul? It is essential to first have a deep understanding of the complex principles that underpin these questions, as this essay has exemplified. Now that this has been established this essay will turn to the philosophical discussion of identity.
[bookmark: _Hlk115274202]Chapter 3: An Exploration of Identity 
Without the continuity of the Brahmanical soul questions inevitably arise regarding personal identity. If, accepting the teaching of anātman, I am to believe that nothing absolute survives bodily death then to what extent am I connected to my previous life? There are innumerable perspectives and arguments regarding this very topic, so much so that Burley dedicated an entire book to its discussion, ‘Rebirth and the Stream of Life’ (Burley,2016). Henceforth, this essay will focus on just one of these arguments, that of the faculty of memory. Do we find meaning in previous incarnations by holding a memory of having lived before? Is memory essential to allow for continuity of existence and is it even possible to hold memory of our previous incarnations?  

The Sanskrit word smṛti is usually translated to ‘memory’ in English but can also be used to refer to ‘mindfulness’ or ‘awareness’ (Keown,2004:270). We see smṛti feature in Buddhist sūtras in both of these contexts; that of ‘holding in mind’ and that involving recollection, present and past tense respectively (Ruseva,2015). More commonly smṛti is used in the former sense, often relating to mindfulness practise, however we do also see the latter within the sūtras, and notably with regards to previous incarnations. We see this exemplified in the story of the Buddha’s enlightenment:
‘I recollected my manifold past lives, i.e., one birth, two... five, ten... fifty, a hundred, a thousand, a hundred thousand, many eons of cosmic contraction, many eons of cosmic expansion, many eons of cosmic contraction & expansion’ (Access to Insight,2005). 

The details of past experiences, of pleasure and pain, of appearance and clan were all made apparent upon the Buddha’s achievement of a purified, steady mind; ‘Thus I remembered my manifold past lives in their modes and details’ (Access to Insight,2005). Stories of the Buddha’s past lives, the jātaka tales, also provide more specific details of the previous incarnations of the Buddha. Despite a difference in narrative across Buddhist schools, the jātakas reiterate the idea that memory and knowledge of previous existences is possible (Gethin,1998:108). However, this is not just something reserved for Bodhisattvas. The concept of memory of past lives also features within the meditative manual, ‘The Path to Purification’. This manual, based upon Pali Buddhist literature describes the ability to recall previous incarnations within a chapter entitled ‘The Supernatural Powers’. This chapter provides instructions on how to obtain this memory and lists its limitations and varying degrees of possible success which is based upon an adherent’s position within society (Nanamoli,2010).

As well as within the religious literature we also see similar notions feature within recorded accounts of individual experience. Ian Stevenson was a psychiatrist who dedicated much of his work to the topic of reincarnation (Tanne,2007). Within his ethnographic work, ‘Twenty Cases Suggestive of Reincarnation’, he lists examples of children who claim to possess memory of their previous incarnations. He presents a range of case studies from a variety of different religious and cultural backgrounds; his study of Gnanatilleka is provided within the Buddhist context. Aged just two years old Gnanatilleka began to make reference to her previous life, one within which she claimed to be from the town Talawakele. Gnanatilleka spoke of her previous family, her home and was able to name multiple family members. Upon investigation, the details she provided were found to correspond to a family who had lived in Talawakele prior to the death of their thirteen year old son Tillekerathe. Stevenson recorded Gnanatilleka’s memories of her previous life as Tillekerathe and had many of these corroborated by those who knew the thirteen year old boy (Stevenson,2002).  

Tannenbaum’s work within the Shan community, as briefly explored earlier in this essay, also evidences a belief amongst this community that, ‘whatever it is that passes from this life to the next’ is able to retain memory from their previous life (Tannenbaum,2015:119). Upon aging ‘memories of the immediate past life fade but the knowledge of who one once was can persist’ (Tannenbaum,2015). It must be noted that the work of both Stevenson and Tannenbaum was not intended to be used as proof of reincarnation, and this is not the intention of its inclusion within this essay. But rather it is intended to provoke a discussion regarding how personal identity can persist if reincarnation is presented as a possibility as is the case within these ethnographic works, the story of the Buddha’s enlightenment and the meditative processes noted above. If we accept the notion of reincarnation as a philosophically coherent occurrence, this does suggest the possibility for some to retain memory of their previous incarnations. This may be reserved only for children with a seemingly undeniable connection to a former life, or for those spiritually advanced enough to recollect the details of previous lives. None the less it appears to be a possible way to retain a connection to a previous life. 

However, whether or not memory is an essential criterion for this remains another question. Are we still able to find meaning across incarnations without memory persisting or do we require memory to be present in order to establish a connection, or continuous identity, with that of a previous life? If this is the case, then clearly this is reserved for the few, those cited in the above examples rather than the majority. Even amongst these groups it is not guaranteed; many of the subjects of Stevenson’s case studies were reported to have lost their memories of previous existences later in life. Do we therefore regard these children as originally maintaining a connection to a pervious life which is later lost as they mature? And what of those who were never in possession of with this ability in the first place? Do they, without memory, lack any connection to their previous lives? And if so, how is meaning to be found across incarnations?

Issues surrounding memory and identity are not unique to Buddhism; such questions have plagued Western philosophy for many years. Although not directly within the context of reincarnation, Western philosophical discussion can provide a useful insight into our current discussion. This topic played a central role in the thoughts of the Seventeenth Century British philosopher John Locke. He spoke extensively on the issue of personal identity within his ‘Essay Concerning Human Understanding’. This work is highly regarded, so much so that Burley cites Locke as having ‘initiated the philosophical debate over personal identity in its recognizably modern form’ (Burley,2016:41). Locke opposed the Cartesian school of thought, which asserted a duality of body and mind. For Descartes, human beings were comprised of two separate components, the body and the mind; the body was nothing more than a machine which housed our true self, the mind[footnoteRef:4]. In opposition to this, Locke proposed a further third substance in addition to the mind and body; that of the consciousness (Nimbalkar,2011). For Locke this is where true identity was to be found.  [4:  For further explanation see Descartes, 1972] 


Locke argued that personal identity was a matter of psychological continuity thus, the mind could not house identity, as the brain, just like any part of the human body, can change. As our consciousness remains the same this must therefore be where personal identity is to be found (Nimbalkar,2011). He illustrates this through his infamous thought experiment, the prince and the cobbler. 
‘Should the soul of a prince, carrying with it the consciousness of the prince’s past life, enter and inform the body of a cobbler, as soon as deserted by his own soul, every one sees he would be the same person with the prince, accountable only for the prince’s actions’ (Locke,1999,440).

It is clear to see that Locke separates the concepts of soul and consciousness; it is only through the presence of the prince’s consciousness that continuity of identity is possible. This is regarded as one of Locke’s most radical ideas (Uzgalis ,2022). As consciousness becomes a criterion for personal identity, Locke suggests that one’s personal identity only stretches back as far as the consciousness does. This consciousness is to be equated with memory as shown through the following passage:

“as far as [a] consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action or thought, so far reaches the identity of that person; it is the same self now as it was then; and it is by the same self with this present one that now reflects on it, that that action was done” (Locke,1999).


Therefore, it is only if one can remember an experience that Locke would attest that they had that experience, ‘if one cannot remember some experience, then one did not have that experience’ (Piccirillo,2010). Thus, we see for Locke memory is a necessary condition of personal identity[footnoteRef:5].  There are obvious issues with this theory, such as the concept of memory loss or forgetfulness; these are not issues that escaped Locke. When considering this he claimed “in all these cases, our consciousness being interrupted, and we losing sight of our past selves, doubts are raised whether we are the same thinking thing” (Locke,1999). Thus, cementing his concept that memory is to be equated with personal identity[footnoteRef:6].  [5:  It must be noted that this is just one interpretation of Locke’s thoughts on personal identity, albeit one which Helm notes as the most widely accepted interpretation (Helm,1979). There is not scope to discuss various ]  [6:  Interpretations and rejections of Locke’s memory theory of personal identity although it is important to note that variations do exist.] 



[bookmark: _Hlk113892750]Locke’s arguments have faced multiple criticisms over the years, including Butler’s famous opposition citing that consciousness presupposes identity, as well as further critics claiming Locke’s arguments to be of a ‘circular’ nature (Nimbalkar,2011)[footnoteRef:7]. Williams similarly posed issues with the concept of memory equating identity, although not in direct response to Locke. Williams’ thoughts on identity are extensively presented within his book ‘Problems of the Self’. He attempts to discredit the idea that memory alone holds personal identity and does so by presenting the following thought experiment: [7:  For a more detailed exploration on the issues Locke’s theory present see Gordon-Roth,2019] 

‘Suppose a person A to undergo a sudden change, and to acquire a character exactly like that of some person known to have lived in the past, B. Suppose him further to make sincere memory claims which entirely fit the life of B. We might think these conditions sufficient for us to identify A (as he now is) with B’ (Williams,1973:14).

He continues to counter this claim through what he terms his ‘reduplication argument’ (Williams,1973:10) by using the example of a third person, person C, who also goes through the same change as person A at the same time. If we are to assert that person A is the same person as person B then we would also have to assert that person C is also the same person as person B, by extension this would mean person A and person C were the same, which Williams asserts to be ‘absurd’. From this, Williams concludes therefore that neither person A nor C can be the same person as person B (Williams,1973).

Even when it is not the case that both person A and person C have the same memories, those of person B, there is still a logical possibility that this could happen; it makes it reliant upon there not being a second candidate. Parfitt, in agreeance with Williams, argues that identity can not rely upon what happens to other people ‘whether a future person will be me must depend only on the intrinsic features of the relation between us’ (Parfit,1984:267). Thus, even if person A is alone in waking up with the memories of person B it is still insufficient to argue he possesses the identity of person B as this is dependent upon there not being another person in the same situation[footnoteRef:8].  [8:  Williams’ thoughts are not immune to their own criticism. For further discussion see Cockburn,1991 
] 


This essay will now again return to the Buddhist context and the central focus of this essay, whether or not memory is a necessary criterion for finding meaning across multiple incarnations. What is the effect of applying each of the opposing Western arguments of both Locke and Williams to this question? If we are to take Locke’s argument as truth, then without memory of previous incarnations one can not be regarded as sharing the same identity, and is thus in no way accountable for the actions of a previous life. Using the structure of Locke’s own thought experiment the following example can be ascertained: In my previous life I was a Prince. Upon death I am reborn and now, in my current existence, I am a cobbler. Without any memory of my previous life as the prince and without any recollection of the prince’s thoughts and actions I am not the same person and thus not accountable for any of the prince’s actions. Only those with recollection of the prince’s life, be that the children of Stevenson’s case studies or members of the Shan community, could be seen to hold a continuous identity. And, applying Locke’s own thoughts on forgetfulness, this continuity only remains as long as the memory does.

If we are instead to apply Williams’ argument then we are presented with the following. I, person A, wake up and am able to recollect memories of my previous life as person B. However, there is nothing to say that another person, person C, has not similarly been reborn in possession of the memories of my previous life as person B. Thus, the memory of my past life alone is not sufficient to argue for a continuous identity across rebirths.

Neither of these arguments seem satisfactory. If we first take the position of Locke, then I cannot be held accountable for the actions of my previous life. This appears to contradict the notion of karma as explained within the first chapter of this essay. For karma does not always have immediate effects, ‘he will feel the result of that here and now, or in his next rebirth, or in some subsequent existence’(Thera,1993b). If I share no connection with the previous life within which these actions were undertaken then how can I be subject to the resulting reward or punishment once the consequences of these actions come to fruition? Without this connection how can one find meaning across seemingly separate lives? As we have seen, Jargo argues our experiences remain our own, there are no ‘crossed wires’ that meld my experiences into those of another. Thus, through Locke’s assertions, is there any more connection between my past and current incarnations as there is between my existence and that of a stranger? 

If we are instead to accept the position of Williams’, then we are no farther forward; if memory alone is not enough to ensure a connection with our previous incarnation then what is? William’s work goes on to discuss the nature of bodily continuity and identity, however within the context of this essay and its focus upon reincarnation this is clearly not applicable and thus will not be discussed further[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  For further discussion see William, 1970] 


As neither of the above positions are satisfactory in their treatment of how continuity is to be found between incarnations we must instead turn to how this is addressed from within the Buddhist tradition. This question is addressed directly within the Milinda Pañha, The Questions of King Milinda. The text contains a series of dialogues between King Milinda and the Buddhist scholar Nagasena centred upon questions of Buddhism and existence. On the topic of identity, King Malinda asks Nagasena ‘He who is born, Nagasena, does he remain the same or become another?’, to which Nagasena replies ‘Neither the same nor another’ (Davis,1890:63). He elaborates upon this in the form of a simile, the simile of a flame. A lit lamp may burn the whole night through, but the light from the flame does not remain constant, the flame may extinguish and instantly reignite in a seamless transition, but we see no one end and another begin. The same is to be said of rebirth; ‘Just so, O king, is the continuity of a person or thing maintained. One comes into being, another passes away; and the rebirth is, as it were, simultaneous. Thus, neither as the same nor as another does a man go’ (Davis,1890,64). As we have previously seen, it is through consciousness that this seamless transition is possible, as one life ends consciousness is extinguished and instantly reignited as new rebirth begins. Nagasena compliments this simile with another, that of the transition of milk to butter and butter to jhee (Davis,1890:65). Although none of these substances are the same, there remains an intrinsic link between them all and as such there remains an intrinsic link across rebirths. 

This perspective appears to address the issues experienced when applying Locke’s argument to the Buddhist perspective. If memory is not present then continuity can remain through the nature of rebirth itself. For there remains an intrinsic connection between this incarnation and the next regardless of the presence of memory, just as there remains a connection between milk, butter and jhee. The issue therefore in Buddhism is not about identity, but rather continuity. The focus should not be upon the self or what it is that makes this self the same as it was yesterday, or last year, or within a previous life; the nature of impermanence demands that nothing remains constant. But this distinction is not present within the philosophy of Locke. His thoughts are a product of his context. He was writing with the intention of providing an argument which allowed Christians to remain faithful that, upon the resurrection, their souls would reach eternal life regardless of anything happening to their bodies. Of particular concern to Locke was the notion of cannibalism and what this would mean for the souls of the departed whose bodies had been consumed by another (Uzgalis,2022). His whole argument revolves around the Christian worldview and as such never questions the existence of a soul. 

It can therefore be seen that such Western philosophical arguments cannot be applied directly to the Buddhist context without encountering problems. The self is an illusion within Buddhism and as we have seen, failing to recognise this leads to craving, which leads to suffering which ultimately leads to future rebirth. Accepting the notion of self is not compatible with the ultimate aim of escaping saṃsāra. Thus, it is unsurprising that applying an argument that centres upon the existence of the self, be that from the perspective of either Locke or Williams, is incompatible within the context of anātman.

We can similarly see this incompatibility when looking into the concept of memory itself in further detail. The examples of memory that we have already explored within the Buddhist context appear to be that of an autobiographic nature. The memories of the Buddha’s past life and the recollections of the children within Stevenson’s case studies all seem to be focused upon the previous experiences of a perceived self. It is difficult to reconcile this with the concept of anātman; without a permanent self to whom do these memories belong? Vasubanddhu, one of the two funders of the Yogacara Buddhist tradition, argues that the concept of memory within this context is itself paradoxical. Autobiographic memory is a form of psychological continuity that is grounded within ‘the real existence of a persisting self’ (Kapstein,2001:120). Without an enduring self it seems implausible that self-focused memory can exist. ‘If, then, there is no self whatsoever, then how is it that among instantaneous mental events there occurs memory or recognition of objects experienced long before?’ (Kapstein,2001:120). Jaini presents an alternate perspective on this, arguing that memory is carried through incarnations in much the same way as karma; ‘the karmic potency, phaladana-sakti, is carried unimpeded through the continuous chain of consciousness, vijnana-santati’ (Jaini,1992:53). In this sense, memory is not impeded by the notion of non-self anymore so than rebirth itself. 

Memory is a complex topic, even with the extent of scientific evidence now available to us our knowledge remains limited. It is therefore not possible to fully address the intricacies of the notion of memory here, nor is that the purpose of this essay. These arguments have been presented not with the intention of providing evidence either for or against the possibility of memory without the soul, but rather to again illustrate the problematic nature of applying Western arguments to the Buddhist context. For within Locke’s thought experiment there is no reason to question the prince’s capacity for memory, be that his own or that of the cobbler. Whereas the concept of anātman causes this exact question to be raised with the notion of Buddhist autobiographic memory. A seemingly unproblematic concept within one context has serious ramifications within the other, again demonstrating the incompatibility of Western philosophy with the Buddhist belief system.






















[bookmark: _Hlk115274222]Chapter 4 – The Notion of Reinterpretation
Thus far this essay has focused upon Buddhist teachings within their literary context, as explained via the sūtras. It must be noted that this is not the only way in which these teachings are understood; religious texts provide just one perspective of the whole. Burley notes religion is not static, thus religious concepts are constantly subject to interpretation and reinterpretation (Burley,2016:105). One such form of this reinterpretation is that of demythologizing. The term demythologizing was first coined by Bultmann in 1941 to refer to the process of reinterpreting theological texts, in order to reveal the meaning found behind the mythological language. Bultman’s usage of the term was with specific regards to his interpretation of the ‘three storeyed universe’ of the new testament (Livingstone,2013) & (Bultman,1948). Many others have similarly stripped away the mythical narrative of religious messaging to reveal the spiritual message beneath. Including the Hindu social and religious reformer Rammohan Roy, who has been described as a ‘demythologizer’ for his reinterpretation of the faith and through the formation of Brahmo Samaj movement (Burley,2016:107).

There has long been critique of the method of demythologizing, for example Grant notes that the process has the capacity to ‘demolish the integrity of mythological core’ (Grant, 2000), however despite such criticism demythologizing is utilised in all religions. This chapter seeks to argue that such demythologizations offer a perspective to religious teachings that should not be ignored. Thus far this essay has presented arguments to illustrate the difficulties associated with applying Western philosophy to the Buddhist context, with specific regards to memory and identity. What follows here is an alternative suggestion, that a demythologized perspective of Buddhist core teachings is able to offer a reconciliation with Western philosophical arguments. This will first be examined with regards to the teaching of anātman.

Richard Gombrich, a respected scholar of Buddhist studies, notes that it is imperative that the Buddha’s teachings are understood within their original context; by failing to acknowledge this and ‘uprooting the Buddha’s words’ we are obscuring, rather than illuminating their original meaning (Gombrich,2009:60). The buddha was teaching within a Brahmanical setting, thus his teachings had to be applicable to those immersed in Brahmanical thought. Fundamental to this was an acceptance of the unchanging ‘universal soul’, atman, at the centre of our existence. This soul was thought to be at one with the universe and Brahman, the ultimate reality; ‘the essence of each individual is also the essence of all things; the human self, the atman, and the cosmic reality, Brahman, are essentially the same’ (Tharoor,2019:56-57). For Gombrich, it is essential that the Buddhist notion of anātman is understood with this in mind. He argues that anātman was taught as a direct response to atman; the teaching was not intended to oppose the existence of any form of self, but rather oppose the existence of an eternal, unchanging self. In this sense anātman should be viewed as ‘does not have atman’ rather than ‘is not atman’ (Gombrich,2009:70). Over time the Buddha’s teaching have been taken more literally than intended which has led to this misinterpretation; ‘to translate anātman as no soul is at best uninformative and at worst utterly misleading’ (Gombrich,2009:62).

Wynne similarly argues that the teachings of the Buddha have been misinterpreted over time. Building upon the work of Rupert Gethin, Wynne argues that anātman is best understood as a teaching of ‘not self’ rather than a teaching of ‘no self’. He uses the Buddha’s second sermon, the Anatta-lakkhana sūtra, to illustrate this. As this essay has already explored this sermon teaches how no ‘unchanging essence’(Thera,1993a) is to be found anywhere within the five skandhas, and how thus, by extension, no unchanging essence can exist.  However, Wynne argues that this is built upon a misinterpretation of the skandhas themselves. Rather than seeing the skandhas as ‘an analysis of human form’ we should instead view them as ‘an analysis of conditioned experience’. He argues that within the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna sūtra the five skandhas are understood as observable factors of human experience[footnoteRef:10]. However, not all factors of human experience are observable. From this Wynne concludes that the skandhas were devised so that ‘a person could contemplate his phenomenal nature’ (Wynne,2009). Through such contemplation it can be observed that no ‘self’ exists within conditioned experience. This however should not be taken to show that no self exists entirely. This denies only ‘that a person lacks true identity or self in conditioned experience, and not that there is no self per se’ (Wynne,2009:64). [10:  For a more detailed explanation of the sūtra see Bhikkhu,2000b] 

This essay has thus far taken an alternative interpretation of anātman when compared with the ideas of Gombrich and Wynnee cited above. Rather than seeing anātman as a teaching of ‘non-self’, a steadfast denial of any constant essence of a person, we can reimagine it, as Gombrich exemplifies, as simply a denial of the unchanging self, the self that is one with ultimate reality. We can reinterpret anātman as a ‘practical strategy’ rather than a ‘metaphysical doctrine’ (Albahari,2002). When viewed in this light does anātman still pose difficulties to Locke’s memory theory of personal identity? If we are to imagine that there is a self that exists, albeit a self subject to impermanence and change, then we no longer encounter the issues with memory that were explored in the previous chapter. There is no longer a problem with the notion of biographic memory, for now there is a subject to which those memories can belong; memory can persist without contradiction. The self can remain subject to impermanence and change yet still remain constant through the notion of memory. My mental states can change from moment to moment, from year to year, yet as long as I retain memory identity can to remain. If I am able to retain memory prior to this change then I remain intrinsically linked to it; continuous identity remains.

However, this argument is not without its flaws, it encounters all the same critique as Locke’s original argument, such as that proposed by Williams and explored within the previous chapter. However, this argument is not given with the intention of validating of Locke’s notion, but rather to illustrate its application to the Buddhist context. For it is clear that when we apply Locke’s argument to a reinterpreted understanding of anātman, a demythologized understanding, we do not encounter the problems we did with the traditional, textual understanding. The self-focused nature of Locke’s theory is no longer in juxtaposition to the Buddhist perspective. Thus, it can be argued that reinterpretation aids the application of Western philosophy to the Buddhist context. However, we are still left with the issue of continuous identity without memory, specifically when there is no memory of a previous life. In order to fully explore this, this essay will now turn to the notions of both karma and rebirth and present a demythologized interpretation of these.

In his books ‘Death and eternal life’ and ‘The Philosophy of Religion’ Hick suggests that reincarnation does not need to be viewed as a ‘literal truth’ (Hick,1994:358) but instead as a ‘mythological expression of karma’ (Hick,1994:416). He explains this through the work of Jennings, specifically that found within his book The Vedantic Buddhism of the Buddha (Jennings,1947). Within this book Jennings advocates for the notion of ‘collective karma’ in opposition to ‘individual karma’. He argues that we all share in a common karmic history; ‘inheriting a world which others have fashioned and fashioning a world in which others must live’ (Hick,1994:357). Our world and more specifically our nations and our families are constantly being shaped by the actions of their wider environment. This essay has already noted the difficulties associated with viewing our actions in isolation of the actions of those we have formed relationships with, those with whom our lives have intertwined. It is equally difficult to assert that the consequences of these actions will be felt in isolation. It is exactly this that Jennings focuses upon.

Our current actions will shape the environment for future generations in much the same way that the actions of previous generation have brought our current environment into being. This, Jennings argues, is the notion of collective karma. The consequences of an action do not need to be felt by the actor of this action, the actor does not need to be reborn in another form to maintain the universal law of karma. Instead, we can accept that these consequences can be felt by someone else in the future. In this way the notion of cause and effect remains via what Hick terms the ‘universal network of the karma of humanity’ (Hick,1963:140).

It does not escape either Hick or Jennings that such a view could lead to the negation of moral responsibility. If I will not experience the consequences of my actions than I do not need to be concerned with the nature of these actions. Jennings argues that this can be solved by switching our view from ‘self concern’ to ‘unselfish love’. We should be as concerned for those who will suffer the consequences of our actions as we would be if we were to suffer them ourselves. This selfless approach is in accordance with the teaching of anātman; there is no value in focusing only on oneself.  In much the same way as Gombrich, Hick offers an alternative view of anātman as an extension of this demythologized explanation of rebirth, not as a literal teaching that no self exists but rather that there is no value in focusing upon the self in isolation. By understanding this we can transcend the ‘beloved ego’ in order to truly find a ‘non-self-regarding outlook’ (Hick,1994:358).  

Although these approaches have been explained as a possible interpretation, Hick remains unclear as to whether or not he accepts them as truth. ‘To what extent this is an acceptable interpretation of the idea of rebirth… is not for us to say’ (Hick,1963:141). Some, including Hick himself, have argued that this is a ‘characteristically Western’ way of interpreting the Buddhist religion. However, examples of demythologizing are not found only from the Western perspective, there are examples of Eastern demythologized interpretations also, notably the work of Buddhadasa Bhikkhu.

Buddhadasa Bhikkhu was a Thai social and religious reformer, who founded a Buddhist monastery within which he taught his interpretation of Buddhism over the years (Burley,2016:111). One of the main tenets of Buddhadasa’s teaching was the idea that Buddhist texts could be read with two varying levels of meaning; that of every day language and that of dhamma language. Every day language was to be found by reading the text in a literal sense, whereas dhamma language was to be found by reading the same text in a figurative sense. ‘Every day language… the language spoken by the ordinary person, ordinary worldly language… The language of dhamma is something altogether different’ (Buddhadasa,1974:1). Within his book, Towards the Truth, he gives the example of birth to illustrate this. The everyday understanding of birth is the physical entrance into this world through the mother’s womb whereas the dhamma understanding of birth is birth of the idea of ‘I’ and ‘me’. This is not restricted only to our entrance into the world, but occurs every time the idea of ‘I’ is given rise to as a mental state (Buddhadasa,1974:67-69). From this Buddhadasa concludes that rebirth, when understood in terms of dhamma language, is to be seen as a reoccurrence of this mental state, the state of self-serving desire. He extends this understanding to the six Buddhist realms of rebirth. He reimagines these realms as nothing more than ‘emotional state, moods, or forms of behaviour’; the hell realm is likened to the state of anxiety or distress, whereas the realm of animals is likened to the state of stupidity or delusion (Burley,2016:113). Harvey makes a similar reference to the notion of rebirth ‘as a process taking place during life’ within which our constant change in mood and mindset is likened to being ‘reborn’ as a relatively different person (Harvey,2013:47). It must be noted that this position did not lead Buddhadasa to formally reject the notion of rebirth through another incarnation, he simply asserts that rebirth is possible both within one life time and across multiple lifetimes.

Again, here we see a demythologized understating of Buddhist teachings similar to that proposed by Gombrich. But how do these alternate interpretations of rebirth aid our earlier discussion regarding identity? If we are to accept rebirth as a process happening within this life, rather than an event taking place simultaneously after death, then Locke’s memory theory does not encounter any more problems within the Buddhist context than it does within the Western context. As cited within our earlier example, Locke’s identity theory is still subject to the critiques that were explored within chapter three, and issues of forgetfulness and identity still remain, however there is no past life that has been forgotten in place of this life and therefore no issue with a lack of continuity.  Thus, we also do not have to question moral responsibility from a previous life. If I can remember my actions then regardless of whether or not I have undergone a form of rebirth though a change to my mood or mental state I am still accountable for these actions and thus morally responsible. And if we are to take a stance such as that which Jennings presents then moral responsibility shifts again; for through the collective web of karma I am not responsible for my actions in isolation but instead for the actions of all and all for actions of myself. This persisting memory allows for a continuity of identity; despite changes such as those cited above continuous identity remains.

This chapter has thus far illustrated how demythologized interpretations can offer a way to reconcile Western concepts with Eastern propositions. Through reinterpreting the fundamental teachings of anātman. karma and rebirth many of the issues identified and highlighted within the previous chapter no longer pose significant problems. However, it must be noted that these problems are only removed when the demythologized interpretation is viewed in isolation. If we are to take a position similar to that proposed by Buddhadasa, that the demythologized understanding of rebirth can sit alongside the traditional understanding, then we still encounter the same hurdles. If we accept the possibility of the process of rebirth within one life alongside rebirth across multiple lives then the problem of memory across multiple incarnations persists. It is only when we take the position that the only valid interpretation is the dephytinized interpretation, as proposed by Gombrich, that these problems are resolved.

There are however questions regarding the authenticity of such interpretations and whether they distort the true meaning of the teachings. With specific regard to Buddhadasa’s treatment of the Buddhist realms of rebirth, Bodhi suggests that ‘downplaying’ a teaching as important as rebirth risks reducing the religion of Buddhism ‘to little more than a sophisticated ancient system of humanistic psychotherapy’ (Bhikkhu,1998a). McMahan presents similar concerns with such reinterpretations, citing a clear discrepancy between the ‘spiritual’ Buddhism of the West and the ritualistic Buddhism of the East, which emphasises pilgrimage, cosmology and a multitude of unseen spiritual beings. He argues that this ‘modernised’ Buddhism, is simply an ‘attempt to reinterpret or demythologize traditional cosmology in order to align the Buddhist world view with the modern scientific one’ (McMahan,2012).

Burley presents a critique of demythologized interpretations that is quite common, the suggestion that they often run the risk of downplaying the importance of a religious message, a charge of reductionism. He argues that without a literal understanding of rebirth the importance of the notion of nirvāṇa is diminished. When rebirth is seen in a literal sense, it occurs as a constant process over many eons until one reaches enlightenment. The Buddha used the following analogy to describe the length of an eon: 
‘Suppose there were a great mountain of rock—a league long, a league wide, a league high, uncracked, uncavitied, a single mass—and a man would come along once every hundred years and rub it once with a Kāsi cloth. More quickly would that great mountain of rock waste away and be consumed by that effort, but not the eon’ (Bhikkhu,2000a).

When seen in this way, nirvāṇa is the ultimate escape, ‘the permanent cessation of an otherwise ineluctable cycle of suffering and loss’ (Burley,2016:121-122). Whereas, when rebirth is taken as a process undergone in one life through changes in emotional states nirvāṇa simply becomes ‘a relatively facile notion of psychological well-being’ (Burley,2016:121).

This leads us to question of whether reinterpretation and demythologization are valid methods of analysing religious traditions. Although, as illustrated above, these reinterpretations offer a way to reconcile Western and Eastern thought, do they still portray an accurate description of religious teachings? And once we start, where do we stop? If we are to entirely reinterpret anātman, as does Gombrich for example, then why not reinterpret impermanence? Or suffering? Do we omit some sūtras from this process and if so, why these and not others? 

Such questions also stuck Bultmann during his work reinterpreting the New Testament. He emphasised the difference between ‘interpretation’ and ‘elimination’. It was his aim to interpret the Biblical literature, not to dismiss it. This provided a ‘constructive use’ and not one which simply ‘threw away’ important themes of the literature it seeks to interpret (Bultmann,1948:12). Burley gives an example of an ‘unabashedly eliminative’ (Burley,2016:116) approach through the work of Owen Flanagan, specifically within his book ‘The Bodhisatva’s Brain’. Flanagan, in his own words, seeks to present a ‘naturalised Buddhism’, an interpretation of the religion free from the ‘incredible superstition and magical thinking’. He attempts to present an interpretation of the Buddhist religion without the presence of rebirth, nirvāṇa, nonphysical states of minds or heaven and hell realms, amongst many other ‘superstitious’ notions. Without such notions he argues that Buddhism would be left as ‘an interesting and defensible philosophical theory with a metaphysics, a theory about what there is and how it is, an epistemology, a theory about how we come to know and what we can know, and an ethics, a theory about virtue and vice and how best to live’ (Flanagan,2011:3-4). This he argues would present a deep philosophical theory worthy of attention and analysis. I have intentionally omitted his work from this chapter due to what both I and Burley perceive to be an eliminative and reductionist approach to his work. 
But what does the Buddhist faith have to say of such interpretations? To answer this question we turn again to textual evidence of the sūtras. The Buddha was seen to avoid questions of metaphysics; within the Cula Malunkyaputta sūtra he presents the following situation:
‘It's just as if a man were wounded with an arrow thickly smeared with poison. His friends & companions, kinsmen & relatives would provide him with a surgeon, and the man would say, 'I won't have this arrow removed until I know whether the man who wounded me was a noble warrior, a priest, a merchant, or a worker (Bhikkhu,1998b).


By focusing upon the man who wounded him, his home village, his bow-string, or the feather of his arrow shaft, he is failing to fully acknowledge the current situation within which he finds himself; ‘The man would die and those things would still remain unknown to him’ (Bhikkhu,1998b). This, the Buddha notes, is the same as when we allow ourselves to focus on metaphysical questions, such as whether the cosmos is eternal, or whether after death one continues or ceases to exist. These questions are not connected to the goal of enlightenment, they do not lead to ‘disenchantment, dispassion, cessation, calming, direct knowledge, self-awakening, Unbinding’, rather this is achieved only through following the noble eightfold path. Only by perfecting morality, meditation and wisdom can one hope to escape nirvāṇa and end saṃsāra, not through detailed metaphysical discussion. Too much focus on such discussion, whether through an acceptance of anātman as non-self or no-self, or an acceptance of rebirth within this life or across multiple lives leads away from the teachings of the eightfold path. 





Conclusion
This essay has critically explored some of the Buddhist faith’s most fundamental teachings, specifically the notions of karma, anātman and reincarnation. The textual basis for these teachings has been explored throughout by utilising sūtras from both the Pali and Mahāyāna Buddhist canon in order to not differentiate between denomination beliefs. As this essay has already established, the fundamental teachings of Buddhism remain essentially unchanged across different schools of Buddhist thought, ‘the most important teachings of the Buddha… are all accepted by both schools without question’ (Rahula,1996).  This essay has thus not seen the value in referencing only one school of thought and its respective scriptures.

Instead, this essay has sought to examine Buddhist teachings through a comparison with similar beliefs found within both the Hindu and Jain religions. In doing so this essay has identified key similarities and divergences and thus uncovered some of the Buddhist faith’s most unique, defining features. This has also served to provide a fundamental contextual understanding of the Brahmanical backdrop behind which the Buddha’s teachings were received. This has proved useful throughout, especially when examining alterative interpretations of key Buddhist teachings. In addition to this, real world experience has also been used in order to provide an insight into the Buddhist faith and how such teachings relate to every day life. This was achieved through reference to ethnographic research from a range of different contexts.

All such evidence has been applied to the philosophical discussion surrounding identity, specifically, the possibility of continuous identity across incarnations. This has raised questions of a metaphysical nature, such as what constitutes a ‘person’ and what aspect(s) of a ‘person’, if any, survive reincarnation. In essence, this discussion has centred upon how a Buddhist adherent is to find meaning across multiple incarnations, whether an intrinsic connection remains, and what criteria/criterion are necessary to enable such a connection. 

Due to word constraints, this essay has focused this discussion upon the concept of memory, examining whether memory alone is enough to enable continuous identity across multiple incarnations. Such a discussion was first initiated though a detailed examination of the philosophy of John Locke, specifically his memory theory of identity. Initially, an explanation and critique of Locke’s position was provided, through utilising the work of the Twentieth Century philosopher Bernard Williams. Following this, both Locke’s and William’s arguments were then applied to the Buddhist perspective, questioning how both points of view, for and against the memory theory of identity, work in conjunction with the Buddhist notions of anātman and rebirth. This involved discussion regarding the nature of memory and whether such a faculty can endure without the existence of the soul, as well as questioning how the faculty of memory works across different incarnations. In doing so, this essay not only discussed this subject, but also delved into the question of Eastern and Western comparative thought.  A further level of analysis was achieved through exploring the difficulties faced when applying Western ideas and arguments to the Eastern context; notably the unquestioning self-hood of Western discussion in comparison with the denial of self found within Buddhism.

This discussion has not only utilised religious texts and ethnographic research but has also made use of demythologized interpretations of religious texts. This essay presented alternative interpretations of the teachings of anātman and rebirth from both Eastern and Western perspectives. These interpretations were similarly applied to the philosophical question of identity in order to illustrate an alternative way of thinking. This discussion demonstrated more harmony between Eastern and Western arguments than was found within the discussion of previous chapters, by presenting possible solutions to the problems earlier identified when applying the philosophy of Locke and Williams’ to the Buddhist context. It exemplified how a reinterpretation of the traditional Buddhist teachings could offer a way for easier comparison between Western philosophy and Buddhist thought.  

However, this essay also raised fundamental questions regarding the utility of such interpretations within the context of the Buddhist faith. The Cula Malunkyaputta sūtra was introduced to illustrate how the Buddha viewed metaphysical discussion as a distraction, focusing too much on such questions runs the risk of missing the importance of the current moment. Just as the man of the Buddha’s discussion failed to address the severity of his arrow wound due to his eternal questioning so too can we fail to recognise the importance of this life by focusing on questions of the next, or the intricacies of future existences. This essay also highlighted the fact that the both the Buddha and the Buddhist scholar Nagasena failed to directly address questions of metaphysics. When asked whether a man reborn ‘becomes another or stays the same’ Nagasena replied ‘neither the same nor different’ (Davis,1890:63). An avoidance of focus upon such metaphysical discussion has been clearly exemplified. 
Such examples suggest that Buddhist adherents too should avoid this form of discussion. Focusing upon these questions leads adherents away from the ultimate goal of Buddhism, the escape of saṃsāra. For this is only achieved through the noble eightfold path, through cultivating morality, meditation and wisdom through the eight, interlinked behaviours. Questions of identity do not lend themselves to the cultivation of ‘right view’ or ‘right mindfulness’ or any of the other 6 factors of the path. It is not important whether we are reborn within one lifetime, or whether we are reborn continuously. It is not important whether a constantly changing self exists or whether the ‘self’ is simply an efficient way of referring to a combination of ever changing conditions. Instead, what is important is the cultivation of the ‘middle way’ and the behaviours which ultimately lead to nirvāṇa. 
But this metaphysical discussion is exactly what John Locke’s argument centres upon, questions of identity and existence. Whilst Buddhism sees such questions as a distraction Locke sees them as the focus of his philosophy. This again highlights the significant differences with the two streams of thought explored within this essay and again emphasises the difficulties associated with comparing two such radically different streams of thought. It is only upon undertaking a deep analysis of both the Buddhist faith and the philosophy of Locke that the true extent of these divergences is visible, hindering the ability to compare across the two.
This essay began by emphasising that the main tenets of the Buddhist faith remain consistent across denominational differences, and I argue that this essay has further illustrated this point. Although it is possible to interpret anātman as ‘non-self’, a denial of any ‘unchanging, eternal, or autonomous substratum’(Keown,2004:13), or alternatively ‘no-self’, simply a response to the denial of the Brahmanical atman, the focus remains the same. Both interpretations emphasise that focus should never be upon the ‘self’. Selfish, self-centred experience should not be the focus of the mind. The teaching of rebirth again illustrates this. Whether rebirth is accepted as the process or transmigration after death or simply a process of change within this life both retain the same central message, change is inevitable and impermanence characterises all of existence. The details of these teachings and how they work in practice is not of importance. In much the same was as both the Mahāyāna and Theravāda schools of Buddhism differ on specific Buddhist practices the fundamental teachings of the Buddhist faith are accepted by both. This essay has further exemplified this with specific attention to the teachings of anātman, karma and reincarnation. 
The purpose of this essay was to discuss what criteria or criterion are necessary for continuous identity across incarnations, with specific regards to the faculty of memory. The focus was not upon providing an answer to this question, but rather to add to the discussion surrounding this topic. As such, this essay has not provided an argument either for or against memory as a condition necessary for continuous identity. It has instead discussed the implications of memory across multiple incarnations and the compatibility of such assertions within the context of the Buddhist faith. Questions of the meaning of life, specifically the meaning to be found across multiple lives, are not simple to address and this essay has presented many issues that have arisen throughout this discussion. In doing so this essay has concluded that such discussion within the Buddhist context, although interesting and thought provoking, does not serve the ultimate goal of the Buddhist faith, the cessation of karma and the cessation of suffering. Instead, what is of importance is the path to the cessation of karma, the noble eightfold path.
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Four Truths 81

TABLE 1. The noble eightfold path

right view secing the four truths
desirelessness

right intention friendliness
compassion

refraining from false speech
refraining from divisive speech

right speech refraining from hurtful speech

refraining from idle chatter conduét
refraining from harming living beings [ (tla)
right action refraining from taking what is not given
refraining from sexual misconduct
right livelihood not based on wrong speech and action

to prevent unarisen unwholesome states
to abandon arisen unwholesome states
to arouse unarisen wholesome states

to develop arisen wholesome states

right effort

meditation

contemplation of body Comadhd)

contemplation of feeling
contemplation of mind
contemplation of dharma

right mindfulness

right concentration  practice of the four dhydnas
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