
Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1

Buddhist Five Aggregates and Human
Existence

Posted on September 30, 2019

Introduction
Buddhist teachings analyze human existence through five aggregates, or khandhas in Pali and
skandhas in Sanskrit. The aggregates are form, feeling, perception, mental formations, and
consciousness. They are not five permanent substances hidden inside a person. They are categories
for examining the changing physical and mental processes that people ordinarily gather together
under the words “I,” “me,” and “mine.” The teaching is therefore closely connected with
impermanence, suffering, dependent arising, and the doctrine of not-self.

The original discussion correctly recognizes that Buddhist accounts of a person do not depend on an
eternal, unchanging soul. However, several details require clarification. The aggregate of form is
traditionally explained through the four great elements of earth, water, fire, and air, understood as
qualities such as solidity, cohesion, temperature, and motion. Consciousness is not a permanent
center where all other factors finally “wind up,” and Buddhism does not simply divide a human being
into a material body plus an independent nonphysical mind. Each aggregate arises through
conditions, changes, and passes away. Together they explain experience without requiring an
enduring owner behind experience.

Why Buddhism Uses the Five-Aggregate Analysis
The five aggregates provide a practical method rather than only a metaphysical theory. People
become distressed when they treat changing experiences as stable possessions or identities. A body
ages, an enjoyable feeling disappears, a reputation changes, a memory proves inaccurate, or a
familiar way of thinking fails. If these processes are regarded as “what I permanently am,” change
appears as a threat to the self. Buddhist analysis asks a different question: what is actually present in
experience, and does any component remain completely under control?

The Buddha’s teaching in the Anattalakkhana Sutta examines each aggregate and argues that what is
impermanent, vulnerable to affliction, and not fully controllable should not be regarded as “This is
mine, this I am, this is my self.” This reasoning does not deny that persons exist in conventional
language. It challenges the assumption that a person contains an independent, permanent essence. A
person is a dynamic continuity of conditioned processes, comparable to a flame that continues
through changing fuel rather than a fixed object that remains identical in every respect. (Thanissaro
Bhikkhu)
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Form: The Material Dimension of Experience
Rupa, commonly translated as form or material form, includes the body and material phenomena as
they are experienced. Classical Buddhist analysis describes form through four great elements. The
earth element represents solidity, resistance, hardness, and softness. The water element represents
cohesion and liquidity. The fire element represents temperature, maturation, and transformation. The
air element represents motion, pressure, expansion, and support. These terms are experiential
categories rather than an ancient version of modern atomic physics.

The elements coexist in material objects in different proportions. A body has solidity in bone and
tissue, cohesion in fluids and cellular structures, temperature in metabolism, and motion in breathing
and circulation. The analysis directs attention away from the body as a single permanent possession
and toward interacting processes. Hair grows, cells are replaced, food becomes tissue, and the body
depends on air, water, nutrition, shelter, and countless environmental conditions.

Form also includes the physical sense organs and their objects. Eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, visible
form, sound, smell, taste, and tangible qualities participate in sensory experience. The body is
therefore neither an isolated machine nor an immortal essence. It is a conditioned, vulnerable
organism. Recognizing this vulnerability can encourage care rather than contempt. Buddhist practice
does not require hating the body; it requires seeing the body accurately and refusing to build an
impossible expectation of permanence around it.

Feeling: Pleasant, Painful, and Neutral Tone
Vedana is often translated as feeling, but it refers primarily to the affective tone of an experience:
pleasant, painful, or neither-painful-nor-pleasant. It is not identical with a complex emotion such as
jealousy, grief, or pride. When a sound is heard, food is tasted, a memory appears, or a thought is
considered, the experience may carry one of these tones.

Feeling arises dependent on contact among a sense faculty, an object, and the corresponding
consciousness. A pleasant feeling can become the condition for craving; a painful feeling can produce
resistance; a neutral feeling can pass unnoticed and support ignorance. The feeling itself is not
morally blameworthy. The important issue is how the mind responds. Mindfulness creates a pause in
which pleasure can be known without compulsive grasping and pain can be known without automatic
hatred.

Different people can respond differently to similar situations because feeling depends on bodily
condition, memory, expectation, attention, and context. Even within one person, the same music,
food, or conversation may feel pleasant on one occasion and unpleasant on another. This variability
demonstrates that feeling is conditioned and impermanent rather than a reliable foundation for
permanent identity.
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Perception: Recognition and Marking
Sanna means perception, recognition, or identification. It marks features and allows the mind to
recognize an object as a face, color, danger, friend, insult, or familiar place. Perception supports
memory because recognition depends on patterns learned through previous experience. Without
perception, the stream of sensory information would not be organized into meaningful distinctions.

Perception is useful but fallible. A rope may be mistaken for a snake in poor light. A person’s
expression may be interpreted as hostility because of earlier experiences. Social labels can cause
complex individuals to be perceived through a single stereotype. Buddhist analysis therefore does not
treat perception as a transparent copy of reality. It is an active conditioned process that selects and
names features.

Meditative practice makes this process more visible. A practitioner may notice how quickly the mind
turns color and shape into “my possession,” bodily sensation into “my pain,” or another person’s
words into “an attack on me.” The purpose is not to abandon ordinary recognition but to understand
how naming can become clinging.

Mental Formations: Intention, Habit, and Character
Sankhara, translated as mental formations, volitional formations, or fabrications, is the broadest
psychological aggregate. It includes intention and many mental factors other than feeling and
perception. Attention, desire, confidence, anger, generosity, concentration, envy, compassion, and
determination may be discussed within this category in later analytical traditions.

Intention is especially important because intentional action produces karma. Karma in Buddhism is
not fate imposed by an external power. It concerns the ethical consequences and habit-forming force
of intentional conduct. Repeated anger makes anger easier to repeat; repeated patience strengthens
patience. A person inherits tendencies from previous actions while still encountering opportunities to
respond differently.

This aggregate explains why character is neither a permanent soul nor random behavior. Habits have
continuity, but they are conditioned and can be transformed. Ethical training, wise friendship,
education, meditation, and social conditions influence which formations arise and become strong.
Responsibility remains meaningful because actions have consequences, yet Buddhism avoids
claiming that an offender possesses an eternally bad essence.

Consciousness: Conditioned Awareness
Vinnana is consciousness or discriminative awareness. Early Buddhist texts commonly speak of six
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types: eye-consciousness, ear-consciousness, nose-consciousness, tongue-consciousness, body-
consciousness, and mind-consciousness. Visual consciousness arises dependent on the eye and
visible form; auditory consciousness arises dependent on the ear and sound. Mind-consciousness
knows mental objects such as ideas, memories, and images.

Consciousness is not presented as an unchanging witness that owns the other aggregates. Each
instance arises with supporting conditions. In the teaching on dependent arising, consciousness and
name-and-form condition one another. Experience is relational: no consciousness exists in isolation
from a field of objects, bodily capacities, attention, and previous conditioning. (Ñanamoli and Bodhi)

Some later Buddhist schools developed more detailed models, including storehouse consciousness in
Yogacara traditions. These theories address continuity and karmic potential, but they should not be
confused with a permanent soul. Across traditions, the central caution remains that consciousness is
changing, conditioned, and inappropriate to grasp as an independent self.

How the Aggregates Operate Together
The aggregates are distinguishable for analysis but not normally experienced as separate
compartments. Consider receiving criticism. Sound and the body belong to form. The words may
produce an unpleasant feeling. Perception recognizes their language and interprets them as criticism.
Mental formations include defensiveness, shame, patience, or the intention to reply. Ear-
consciousness and mind-consciousness make the experience known. Within seconds, a person may
construct the story, “I am being disrespected.”

The aggregate model helps slow this construction. The practitioner can notice sound as sound,
unpleasantness as feeling, interpretation as perception, and anger as a formation. This does not
require tolerating abuse. It allows a response based on understanding rather than immediate
identification with anger. The aggregates thus connect philosophy with ethical practice.

The Five Aggregates of Clinging
Buddhist texts often refer not simply to five aggregates but to the five aggregates subject to clinging.
The problem is not that bodies, feelings, perceptions, formations, and consciousness exist. The
problem is appropriation: “This is mine,” “This proves what I am,” or “This must remain as I want.”
Clinging can attach to pleasurable bodily appearance, intellectual identity, moral reputation, beliefs,
meditative experiences, and even the idea that one has no self. (Boisvert)

Clinging produces suffering because its objects are unstable. The body cannot be permanently young,
pleasant feelings cannot be ordered to remain, perceptions can be wrong, intentions conflict, and
consciousness changes from moment to moment. Insight is therefore not an abstract statement that
“nothing exists.” It is a disciplined reduction of possessiveness toward processes that were never
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completely ownable.

Not-Self Without Nihilism
The doctrine of not-self is sometimes misread as the claim that human life is meaningless or that
ethical responsibility disappears. Buddhism rejects this conclusion. Conventional persons make
promises, remember the past, experience consequences, cultivate virtues, and care for others. What
is rejected is the idea that continuity requires an unchanging metaphysical core. (Gethin)

A river retains a name while its water, banks, temperature, and movement change. The name is
useful, but no single drop is the permanent river. Likewise, personal identity is a practical designation
for an unfolding causal continuity. Because people are conditioned rather than fixed, transformation is
possible. Greed and cruelty are not eternal identities; generosity and wisdom can be developed.

Implications for Meditation and Daily Life
Mindfulness practice observes the aggregates directly. Attention to breathing and posture examines
form. Awareness of pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral tone examines feeling. Recognition of naming
examines perception. Observation of intentions, hindrances, and wholesome qualities examines
formations. Awareness of seeing, hearing, and thinking examines consciousness.

This observation supports equanimity but not indifference. Seeing that one’s own pain is conditioned
can generate compassion for others whose behavior is shaped by fear, deprivation, trauma, and
habit. Understanding impermanence can also intensify appreciation: relationships matter because
they are vulnerable, not because they can be possessed forever.

Conclusion
The Buddhist five aggregates explain human existence as an interdependent flow of material form,
affective feeling, perception, mental formation, and consciousness. None is permanent, autonomous,
or fully controllable. Form consists of conditioned material qualities; feeling supplies pleasant, painful,
or neutral tone; perception recognizes; formations shape intention and habit; and consciousness
arises in dependence on sense faculties and objects. Together they create the conventional continuity
called a person. Wisdom develops when these processes are experienced without clinging to them as
an eternal self. Far from denying human value, the teaching supports responsibility, adaptability,
compassion, and freedom from rigid identity.
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