
Impermanence, Reincarnation, Non-duality: The Buddhist impermanent Self challenges the Brahmanical continuous Self to the extent that anatta (no-self) means a different transcendental reality.



Introduction

Both Buddhism and the Brahmanical tradition like Hinduism originated from India and share the common beliefs in the law of karma, samsara, dharma, moksha and a continuing cycle of life of reincarnation, however their concept of self are different in many ways.  The concept has been the core of Indian philosophy, and it has evolved from Brahmanical traditions to Buddhism in the Indian subcontinent.  Brahmanical traditions developed out of the Vedas during the Vedic period (1500–500 BCE) when men who composed the Upanishads started looking inward and exploring the inner human world.  They started questioning their existence and asking who this ‘I’ is.  The followings are some of the questions posed in the early Brahmanical text (Gethin  133-134):

· to whom or what the various experiences and parts of a being belong?
· who or what controls them?
· What is the ultimate nature of a being’s self?

Different schools in the Brahmanical traditions may have slight discrepancies in the interpretation of the “Self, but they have the same fundamental view on the nature of the Self (atman) as a divine entity from the non-physical entity of universal Self (Brahman) which is the absolute ultimate reality that underlies all things. 

The Buddhist notion of self is more complex.  According to Theravada and Mahayana traditions, the self is illusive, impermanent and is what can be considered a cognitive and psychological construct that is dependently arising from the five conditioned aggregates (or skandhas), which I call it an impermanent self in this essay.  The five aggregates of form, feeling, cognition, formation and consciousness are the five factors that constitute human as a sentient being and bind human beings into existence.  They also give rise to this impermanent self as a cognitive and psychological construct connecting both to the phenomenal external world and the Absolute reality.  According to the Theravada tradition, suffering arises from clinging to these aggregates.  In the Mahayana tradition, the nature of all aggregates is intrinsically empty[footnoteRef:1].  Both Buddhist traditions have different approaches for realizing the no-self of the Absolute ultimate reality or the Nirvana, which sometimes called Buddhahood.  The empty nature of the self in the Buddhist tradition translates it into an idealistic insubstantial ‘Self’. [1:  ” Skandha.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 22 October 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skandha.] 


The question is, “Do the differences in the nature of self described in Brahmanical and Buddhist traditions imply the same transcendental reality after the so-called Self-realization or enlightenment?”  My argument is that the issues of the dualistic and permanent nature of atman (even though some schools have non-dualistic view of atman such as in Advaita Vedanta[footnoteRef:2] does) in the Brahmanical tradition and the issue of the discriminated mind approach in Advaita Vedanta seem to infer that atman of the Brahmanical tradition is not necessary in the same context with the Buddhist illusory and impermanent self.  Based on these three issues, it seems that the Buddhist doctrine of no-self (anatta) is successful in challenging the notion of atman in Brahmanical tradition, that in my speculation Moksha and Nirvana are two different transcendental realities.   [2:  Advaita Vedanta, founded by Sankara (788-820 C.E.), is one of the three Vedanta schools that posits the relationship between atman and Brahman is non-dual.  Brahman is superimposed upon by maya & ignorance, hence there is a multiplicity of atman (individual selves) (Sarma 208).] 


 In this essay, I will use Bhagavad Gita[footnoteRef:3] of the Mahabharata scripture for the Brahmanical tradition and Vajra Prajna Paramita[footnoteRef:4] of the Mahayana Buddhist sutras for the primary sources.   Since Advaita Vedanta’s exegesis of the Upanishads consists of some similarities with the Buddhist teaching such as the ignorance as the root cause of suffering and the false identification of the self, I will touch on some similarities and differences between the school of Advaita Vedanta’s atman and Buddhist thought on no-self. [3:  Bhagavad Gita was composed by Maharishi Vyasa around fifth or fourth century BCE.  It is part of the epic Mahabharata, which is one of the holy scriptures for Hinduism.  The story of the Bhagavad Gita is about the dialogue between Pandava prince Arjuna and his charioteer Krishna who is the mysterious incarnation of Lord Vishnu (Easwaran 47).]  [4:  Vajra Prajna Paramita sutra is a Mahayana Buddhist scripture. Legend says that the Prajnaparamita Sutras were dictated by the historical Buddha to various disciples. But because the world was not ready for them, they were hidden until Nagarjuna (ca. 2nd century) discovered them in an underwater cave guarded by nagas, semi-divine half-human and half-serpent beings that reside in the water world (Barbara O’Brian, “The Prajnaparamita Sutras”, Learn Religions, June 25, 2019,  https://www.learnreligions.com/the-prajnaparamita-sutras-450029).  In this Sutra, the Buddha teaches his disciple Subhuti the subtle points of Buddhist philosophy on emptiness, the lack of true existence of anything—thoughts are illusions and life is a dream.
] 


Atman & Impermanent Self – The Reincarnation issue
The Vedas, which considered to be God’s revelation, consists mostly of hymns for religious rituals and social duties supposed for adherents to align with the natural universal order.    The development of Upanishads between 700 and 500 BCE was to steer away from subjects of ritual and focused on investigating the nature of atman (Self) and on dealing with meditation, philosophy, consciousness, and ontological knowledge.  Vedas is the foundation of all The Brahmanical schools including Upanishads and the Vedantas.  

According to Bhagavad Gita, The Song of Lord, atman is the immortal Self in every human being.  This self is changeless and beyond all action.  Sri Krishna, Prince Arjuna’s Charioteer and the incarnation of God Vishnu, describes this Self as,

Unborn, eternal, immutable, immemorial … The Self cannot be pierced by weapons or burned by fire: water cannot wet it, nor can the wind dry it.  It is everlasting and infinite, standing on the motionless foundations of eternity.  The Self is unmanifested, beyond all thought, beyond all change. (Gita 2:20-25)

Sri Krishna later referred himself as this Self, “Actions do not cling to me because I am not attached to their results.  Those who understand this and practice it live in freedom” (Gita 4:14 86).  He explained that the body (prakriti) is like a garment and this immortal self wears a body like wearing clothes.  When the clothe is worn out, a new one will be put on.  The body is prakriti, which made up of five sense perceptions, five elements, five sense organs and five organs of actions.  The mind consists of manas, buddhi and ahamkara.  Purusha is the self that resides in the Prakriti (the body).  The three gunas – sattva, rajas and tamas – that are born from prakriti bind this real self to the body.  Senses delude people, destroy wisdom and impede people from realizing the real self (Gita 14.5-8 177).  

The impermanent self in Buddhism is like Purusha in Bhagavad Gita.  Buddhist tradition does not deny the existence of a Self within a human body, but a false sense of self identification will bring suffering and reincarnation.  In the Vajra Prajna Paramita sutra, The Buddha told Subhuti, 

“Subhuti, if a Bodhisattva has a mark of self, a mark of others, a mark of living beings, or a mark of a life, he is not a Bodhisattva.”   (Hsuan 42) 

The mark of self is the sense of attachment to the self, which is a psychological and cognitive construct.  This self dependently arises from the functioning of the conditioned five aggregates of form, feeling, cognition, formation and consciousness that bind us into being.  The five aggregates can be divided into two categories:  The form and the mind aggregates.  The form (rupa) aggregates of each individual comprise twelve 'spheres' (ayatana): the six senses (five physical senses and mind) and the six classes of object of those senses, which correspond to the eighteen 'elements' (dhatu): six senses, six classes of sense object, and six classes of consciousness (Gethin 140).   The impermanent self emerges from the form and mind aggregates when they are developed in the womb and which give rise to the six faculties, six senses and six classes of consciousnesses, all together twelve gates (ayatana) and eighteen elements (dhatu).  The following is a table of the five sense faculties and the mind with their corresponding sensory objects and consciousness (see figure 1).

	
	Six faculties (indriyas)
	Six classes of sensory objects (gunas)
	Six classes of consciousness (vijnana)

	1
	Eye
	Sight
	Eye consciousness

	2
	Ear
	Sound
	Ear consciousness

	3
	Nose
	Smell
	Nose consciousness

	4
	Tongue
	Taste
	Tongue consciousness

	5
	Touch
	Tangible touch object
	body consciousness

	6
	Mind
	Conception, object of mind (dharma)
	Mind consciousness

	12  Gates or Spheres (Ayatana)

	18 Elements (dhatu)


Fig. 1. The Form (rupa) aggregate

The physical and mental events or phenomena created from the mind constitute to a conventional reality[footnoteRef:5].  According to the doctrine of dependent origination, the occurrence of physical and mental events is not just arbitrary or random, but a deep and real relationship of causal connectedness between events or phenomena (Gethin 141).  Everything in this conventional reality, not just physical and mental events, is conditioned, relative, interconnected and interdependent, and Rahula called the doctrine the Buddhist theory of relativity (Rahula 53). [5:  According to Madhyamaka’s Two Truths doctrine, there are two realities:  conventional and ultimate truths.  ] 


Buddhist tradition considers the mind (the 6th consciousness) as the central control of the impermanent self, and it is the foundation of all mental and cognitive activities from the sense faculties.  The objects that we perceive from our senses are conglomerates of dharmas which are imperceptible.  This is because a perception is defined as the product of the interaction between one of the six sense faculties and something in the world (Bartley 49).  The Yogacara school[footnoteRef:6] of Mahayana Buddhism posits that all perception is mind-only.  The objects that are perceived are merely cognitive representations and do not have enduring counterparts outside of the mind (Soma 21).   The 6th consciousness (the mind consciousness) can also direct other six sense consciousnesses to do actions, and the 7th consciousness (klista-manas) is the self-consciousness, which obsessed with the notion of ‘Self’[footnoteRef:7].  The 8th consciousness is the storehouse or repository consciousness (alaya-vijnana) where karmic seeds are stored (See figure 2).  The 7th consciousness takes the storehouse consciousness as its object and mistakenly considers the storehouse consciousness to be a true Self[footnoteRef:8].  This is where the impermanent self is formed.   [6:  Yogacara is a Mahayana philosophy and psychology emphasizing the study of cognition, perception, and consciousness through the interior lens of meditative and yogic practices.]  [7:  Shengmiao.  “The Absence of Self in Mahayana Philosophy”. The Self: East and West (HPPH7013) Weekly seminar, Nov 23, 2022.  https://uwtsd.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=5db7fc01-83c5-4ee9-b515-af5601321185.]  [8:  Ibid., 4.] 
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Fig. 2. Eight Consciousnesses[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid., 4.] 


When death comes upon, all five senses are lost.   Then all 6 consciousnesses and the 7th consciousness will follow to disappear[footnoteRef:10].  Only seeds in the 8th consciousness remain[footnoteRef:11].  As a result, the form (rupa) aggregate ceases to exist, and the other four aggregates will crumble down.  At this point, the impermanent self ceases to exist when the five aggregates are disintegrated.  Reincarnation is the next stage of being reborn when enlightenment to Buddhahood is not attained.   [10:  Ibid., 4.]  [11:  Ibid., 4.] 


Both Brahmanical and Buddhist traditions follow the doctrine of reincarnation.  If sentient beings could not end the cycle of birth and death, these beings will be subjected to be reborn into the same or different realm of existence.  The Buddhist concept of an impermanent self who dependently arise from the aggregates reconcile the metaphysical issues of the reincarnation of the self.  When the impermanent self no longer exists after death, a reincarnated self is waiting to be manifested from the 8th consciousness[footnoteRef:12].  A reincarnated self is a different self whether that person will be reborn to heavens or to other realms of existence when death comes upon.  since senses and mind consciousnesses from the aggregates disintegrated and the self of this life is terminated, a new different self as a different being comes into existence.  Which realm of existence the being will go all depends on what merit and karma he/she accumulated and stored into the 8th consciousness.  As a cycle, these seeds of consciousness will be manifested and transformed into whichever form of existence.  Or, for those who have realized the no-self and attained enlightenment may have ended the cycle of birth and death.  In this regard, Buddhist concept of no-self (anatta) is successful in challenging the atman of Brahmanical tradition because the notion of self in atman is attached to Brahman in essence.  The body (prakriti) of a being could be gone like worn clothes being taken off and purusha will be with atman again.  However, the atman which has the same nature of the Brahman is still part of the Absolute, then “is the atman being reincarnated again as a continuous Self?   [12:  Ibid., 4.] 


Brahman & No-Self – The Duality issue
According to Bhagavad Gita, maya hides the real Self and sensory illusions impede the Self-realization.  By realizing the real Self, one will be able to reunite with Brahman.  On the eve of the final great battle against the Kauravas, Arjuna refused to fight and kill his relatives and friends.  Krishna, his charioteer, passed on three teachings to him to help him to realize his Immortal Self, and he told him that there is no karmic consequence if Arjuna performs his dharma for the righteousness and asks him to devote all his thought s and actions to Krishna.  

The three teachings are karma yoga, bhakti yoga and jnana yoga.  The karma yoga focuses on practicing duties, offering, renunciation and meditation.  The key is to perform duties selflessly and mindfully.  Krishna told Arjuna, “Both renunciation of action and the selfless performance of action lead to the supreme goal” (Gita 5:3 95).   Hence selfless action is a form of meditation which help achieving the Self-realization.  The Bhakti yoga is the devotional practice for Self-realization.  The practice involves love and mindful worship of the Lord Krishna unconditionally, because Krishna is the real Self of all creatures, and he is also omnipresent.  Worshiping and making offering to him will free one from the bondage of karma regardless of the gender and race.  The jnana yoga is the Self-realization practice by wisdom.  To Krishna wisdom is powerful.  As he said, 

“Those who take wisdom as their highest goal, whose faith is deep and whose senses are trained, attain wisdom quickly and enter into perfect peace.” (Gita 4:39 89)

In Bhagavad Gita, Self-realization focuses on cultivating on the mind (karma yoga), love and devotion (bhakti yoga) and wisdom (jnana yoga).  To attain the anuttarasamyaksambodhi (the Nirvana), Vajra Prajna Paramita Sutra also focuses on cultivating on the mind, but it emphasizes on the detachment of the false views (or marks) of the impermanent self.  He told the assembly in the Vajra Prajna Paramita Sutra, 

To cultivate all good practices with no self, no others, no living beings, and no life is to attain anuttarasamyaksambodhi.

Unlike Brahman, anuttarasamyaksambodhi (the Nirvana or Buddhahood) is a state, not a self.  It is empty of self, the four marks or attributes, dharma and emptiness itself.  The four attributes are self, others, living beings and life span, which generate four different kinds of views (Hsuan 89).  To enter the state of Buddhahood, one must have a total non-dualistic mind.  To do that, one must realize the Self to be impermanent and empty of all marks and dharmas, and even the emptiness itself, in a state of no-self, to attain Buddhahood.

Descartes’ ‘I think, therefore I am’ implies consciousness that entails existence.  From a Buddhist perspective, it can be interpreted that consciousness is existence, and it is conditioned and subjected to birth and death or coming into being and passing away.  For a living being, a conscious ‘I’ confirms its existence as an individual.  Could atman and Brahman in Bhagavad Gita entail existence?  Krishna told Arjuna, “I am the true Self in the heart of every creature, Arjuna, and the beginning, middle and end of their existence” (Gita 10:19).  That means the Self (atman) is the whole of every conscious ‘I’ and everything else.  Since this big Self is a creator and conscious of its creation, could it also be a body of consciousness, but without an ‘I’? According to bhakti yoga’s teaching, one must love the Lord Krishna to attain moksha.   Then is the dharma of love itself subjected to ‘I’ which is the mark of Self?  Once you have the mark of Self, the mark of others arises, and then the mark of living being and mark of life span follow.  

According to Madhyamaka’s Two Truths doctrine, there are two realities:  conventional and ultimate truths.  Conventional truth is how we usually see the world, a place full of diverse and distinctive things and beings. The ultimate truth is that there are no distinctive things or beings[footnoteRef:13].  The conventional truth refers to a conditioned, interconnected and interdependent reality where the impermanent self abodes.  Since dharmas in the conventional reality are conditioned, interconnected and interdependent, they all have a dualistic quality.  A thought such as love is conditioned and has its life span as it arises, coming into being and passing away; this is the mark of life span which has spatio-temporal quality.  Conditioned dharmas are dualistic in nature because the negation will bring about something like, “if it is not this then it is that”; this is the mark of others.  Therefore, if there is love then there is hatred, and there is a conditioned ‘I’ who is experiencing and feeling it.   If one uses this personal ‘I’ to unite with impersonal Brahman in moksha, it is like stacking a square block onto a round block which does not match.   Since both Brahman and Nirvana are referred to as the ultimate realities, one explanation can be that Brahman is a Divine reality that can accommodate a dualistic ‘I’, but not necessary the same as the impersonal reality of a no-self Nirvana.  They are like two different dimensions overlapping some parts that sharing similar characteristics and nature, but different from other parts. [13:  O'Brien, Barbara. "The Two Truths in Mahayana Buddhism." Learn Religions, Aug. 26, 2020, learnreligions.com/doctrine-of-the-two-truths-450002.] 


Nirvana and Moksha – The Discrimination issue
Among many schools in Brahmanical traditions, Advaita Vedanta is the one shares a lot of similarities with Buddhist teaching.  Both schools see suffering as the fundamental problem of life.  The Four Noble Truths is the central teaching of Shakyamuni Buddha in the Buddhist teaching regarding suffering:
  
· The First Noble Truth says that human life is pervaded by suffering. 
· The Second Noble Truth states that suffering results from craving. 
· The Third Noble Truth declares that there is a state of freedom from suffering – nirvana – that we can all attain by realizing that we are not selves and thereby abandoning craving. 
· The Fourth Noble Truth says that anyone can attain nirvana by following the Eightfold Path. This has three sections: wisdom (right view and intention), morality (right speech, action, and livelihood), and concentration (right effort, mindfulness, and concentration – the mental disciplines frequently referred to as meditation). (Emmanuel 430)

In the Third Noble Truth, the Buddha has elucidated that to be able be free from suffering one has to realize that there is no Self.   This implies the false Self image that we perceived is causing the suffering.  Gwans also points out the cause of the suffering includes craving and ignorance (Gwans 35).  Therefore, Advaita Vedanta’s teaching on suffering concurs the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths that suffering is caused by craving and ignorance.  According to Sankara, the founder of the school of Advaita Vedanta, ignorance is caused by the superimposition of what is not the self onto the self (Flood 241), which just like ignorance has caused false Self identification in the Buddha’s teaching.

Despite their similarities, Advaita Vedanta and Buddhist teaching diverges in interpreting the nature of Self and on how they conceive the ultimate reality, namely Nirvana and Moksha respectively.  One of the main differences is the Buddhist no-self doctrine.  While Advaita Vedanta accepts atman as the divine inner Self, Buddhist teaching deny the existing of an inner self.  The self that arises from the five aggregates are cognitive and mental construct causally connected, and it is temporary.  Unlike Moksha, Nirvana is an impersonal ultimate reality which does not have a self.

The other major difference is the discriminated mind as a criterion to attain Self-realization in Advaita Vedanta.  As Buddha told Subhuti in the Vajra Prajna Paramita sutra that to attain Buddhahood (Nirvana), one must detach from the four marks of Self, others, living beings and life span.  The detachment of the four marks infers a non-discriminated mind.   As Harvey said, 

“While all that is actually experienced is consciousness and its mental concomitants, then, discrimination produces the fiction that these are experiences undergone by an ‘inner’ subject, and are of a separate ‘external’ world, along with ‘inner’ feelings and emotions” (Harvey 133).    

For example, a beautiful flower (sense of sight) is more favorable than a stinky sock (senses of sight and smell).  The mind distinguishes what color, what odor and what is good and what is bad.   The discrimination is the cause of cognitive and mental activities and hence sometimes the cause to psychological reactions.   Once the discrimination is eliminated, there is a domino effect of elimination of the four marks. It is the Buddhist teaching that the mind should return to the non-discriminated state to be aligned with the nature of Buddhahood.

Advaita Vedanta, on the other hand, holds that a discriminated mind is necessary to achieve Self-realization.  In Sankara’s theory, all knowledge is distorted from superimposition by which prevents us from seeing our true nature of the self which is ontologically identical with the absolute Brahman.  To realize the truth of the identity of the Self with the absolute, a person must develop discrimination.  Discrimination allows for a person to distinguish the self from what is not the self, true being from objects, and knowledge from ignorance (Flood 241).  Advaita Vedanta’s approach is apparently antithetical to the Buddhist’s non-discriminated mind approach.  This brings speculation to the fact that Moksha is not necessary the same as the impersonal reality of a no-self Nirvana.

Conclusion 
Both Brahmanical and Buddhist traditions are soteriological with their own approaches for attaining the ultimate truth; it is a self-realization in the Brahmanical tradition and no-self realization in the Buddhist tradition.  In my opinion, the no-self approach is more successful in its hermeneutics on the physical and mental construct of an impermanent self over the Brahmanical tradition’s divine atman.  

It is not the intention of this essay to judge any religious tradition.  It is just a scrutiny on the antithetical concepts of self and no-self that requires a juxtaposition of both Brahmanical and Buddhist traditions for comparison.  From my study and from working on this essay it comes to my understanding that Buddhist doctrine of no-self is a microscopic view of the nature of self while Brahmanical tradition’s atman is from a macroscopic view.  If a piece of wood is put under a microscope, first we see a cross section of the wood with certain patterns.  As the magnification of the microscope increases, we see cells and molecules.  As the magnification continues to increase, we’ll see atoms and electrons.  Eventually, under the microscope we can only see electron energy based on the quantum theory.   By the same token, there is no self but karmic energy if we put the impermanent self under the microscope.  Brahmanical tradition, on the other hand, sees the Self (atman) as immense as the whole universe (sometimes atman is called the universal Self), therefore the self is divine and omnipresent.  Different views will result in different explanations of the Self, and hence they have different approaches to realize the absolute ultimate reality.  But is this absolute ultimate reality the same? I do not have the answers since I do not have the knowledge, wisdom and the attainment of enlightenment to say it is or it is not.  However, based on the analyses of Bhagavad Gita and Vajra Prajna Paramita sutra, the logic of an impermanent self, the negation of the non-duality and the non-discriminated mind in the approach for enlightenment in Buddhist tradition imply a different transcendental reality than one in the Brahmanical traditions.

Moreover, Brahmanical tradition infers a personal transcendental reality while Buddhist tradition an impersonal one.  According to Bhagavad Gita, in addition to the practices of karma and jnana yoga (knowledge and wisdom yoga), bhakti yoga of faith and worshipping to the Lord Vishnu is required to Self-realization (moksha).  If not, reincarnation will perpetuate life after life.  In this case atman (Self) which sharing the same characteristics of Brahman, either from a dualistic or non-dualistic view, is subjected to reincarnation as a separate individual entity.   The impermanent self which arises from the five aggregates comes to an end upon death and completes its conditioned cycle; it is not subjected to reincarnation.  To realize Buddhahood, it is necessary to realize that the impermanent self is but a dream, and to realize that conditioned dharmas in the conventional reality are empty without substantiality; they do not exist in the transcendental ultimate reality (Nirvana), which is empty of any self (no-self), dharmas, any divine being and even emptiness itself.

I want to conclude with the following excerpts from the Bhagavad Gita and the Vajra Prajna Paramita sutra which are central to understand the macroscopic view of self in the Brahmanical tradition and the microscopic view of the Buddhist no-self doctrine.  To my understanding, they seem to refer to two different transcendental realities.  One is personal and the other is impersonal. 

In chapter 9 of the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna told Arjuna,

“Those who worship me and meditate on me constantly, without any other thought, I will provide for all their needs.” (Gita 9:22, P.134)
“But those who fail to realize my true nature must be reborn.  Those who worship their ancestors will be united with them after death.  Those who worship phantoms will become phantoms; but my devotees will come to me.” (Gita 9:24-25 135)

At the end of the Vajra Prajna Paramita Sutra, Subhuti asked the Buddha how to explain to other people not to grasp marks, to be unmoved and to attain prajna wisdom (the anuttarasamyaksambodhi).  The Buddha told the assembly:

“All conditioned phenomena
Are like dreams, illusions, bubbles, shadows,
Like dew drops and a lightning flash:
Contemplate them thus.”  (Hsuan 190)
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