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Introduction

Buddhist teachings analyze human existence through five aggregates, called khandhas in Pali and
skandhas in Sanskrit: form, feeling, perception, mental formations, and consciousness. These
aggregates 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
words such as “I,” “me,” and “mine.” The teaching is closely connected with impermanence,
dependent arising, suffering, and the doctrine of not-self. Buddhism therefore does not simply divide
a human being into a material body and an independent nonphysical soul. Each aggregate arises
through conditions, changes, and passes away. Together they explain continuity of experience
without requiring an eternal owner behind that experience. For students, the five-aggregate model is
most useful when treated as both a philosophical analysis and a practical method: it describes how
human experience is organized and explains why clinging to changing processes as permanent
identity can become a source of distress.

Purpose of the Five-Aggregate Analysis

The five aggregates provide a way to examine what is actually present when a person says, “This is
who | am.” A body ages, pleasant feelings disappear, memories change, reputations shift, and familiar
ways of thinking can become unreliable. When these unstable processes are treated as permanent
possessions, change can appear as a threat to the self. Buddhist analysis asks whether any
component of experience remains completely stable or fully under personal control. In the
Anattalakkhana Sutta, each aggregate is examined as impermanent, vulnerable to change, and
therefore inappropriate to regard as “This is mine, this | am, this is my self.” This argument does not
require denying that persons exist in ordinary language. It challenges the stronger claim that personal
continuity depends on an independent, unchanging essence. A person can be understood instead as
an ongoing causal 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).

The analysis also has an ethical and meditative purpose. Clinging often begins when a changing
experience is appropriated as identity: “my body,” “my success,” “my pain,” “my belief,” or “my
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reputation.” The aggregate framework separates the components of experience so that the
practitioner can observe how identification develops. This does not mean emotions, relationships, or
social roles become meaningless. It means their value does not depend on pretending they are
permanent. Because the aggregates are conditioned, transformation is possible. Habits can change,
attention can be trained, perceptions can be corrected, and harmful intentions can be replaced with
more constructive ones. The doctrine of not-self therefore supports moral responsibility rather than
eliminating it, because actions shape future patterns even when there is no eternal self standing
outside the causal process.

Form and Feeling

Rupa, usually translated as form or material form, includes the body and material phenomena as they
are experienced. Classical Buddhist teaching analyzes materiality through the four great elements:
earth, water, fire, and air. These are not intended as an ancient version of modern chemistry. They
refer to experiential qualities such as solidity and resistance, cohesion and liquidity, temperature and
transformation, and movement or pressure. A human body exhibits all of these qualities through
bone, tissue, fluids, metabolism, breathing, and circulation. Form also includes the physical sense
faculties and their objects. The purpose of this analysis is to shift attention away from the body as one
permanent possession and toward interdependent processes. Hair grows, cells change, food becomes
tissue, and the body depends continuously on air, water, nutrition, shelter, and environmental
conditions. Recognizing this dependence can encourage care for the body without turning physical
appearance or health into an absolute foundation for identity.

Vedana, translated as feeling, refers primarily to the affective tone of experience: pleasant, painful, or
neither-painful-nor-pleasant. It is not the same as a complex emotion such as jealousy, grief, pride, or
anger. When a sound is heard, food is tasted, a memory arises, or a thought is considered, the
experience may carry one of these basic tones. Feeling becomes important because pleasant
experience can condition craving, painful experience can condition resistance, and neutral experience
can pass without clear awareness. The feeling itself is not morally blameworthy; the critical issue is
how the mind responds. Mindfulness creates space in which pleasure can be known without
compulsive grasping and pain can be experienced without automatic hatred. The same event may
also feel different at different times because bodily condition, expectation, memory, attention, and
context change, demonstrating that feeling is conditioned rather than a stable identity.

Perception and Mental Formations

Sanna refers to perception, recognition, or identification. It marks features and allows the mind to

recognize a face, color, object, danger, insult, familiar place, or meaningful pattern. Perception makes
ordinary life possible because sensory information would otherwise remain unorganized, yet it is also
fallible. A rope may be mistaken for a snake in poor light, and an ambiguous facial expression may be
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interpreted as hostility because of past experiences. Social labels can also cause complex people to
be perceived through one simplified category. Buddhist analysis therefore does not treat perception
as a perfectly transparent copy of reality. It is an active, conditioned process that selects and names
features. Meditation can reveal how quickly perception turns color and shape into “my possession,”
bodily sensation into “my pain,” or another person’s words into “an attack on me.” The goal is not to
abandon useful recognition but to understand how naming and interpretation become connected with
clinging.

Sankhara, often 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, such as attention, desire, confidence, anger, generosity, concentration, envy, compassion,
and determination in later analytical traditions. Intention is especially important because Buddhist
karma concerns intentional action and its consequences rather than fate imposed by an external
power. Repeated anger can make anger easier to repeat, while repeated patience can strengthen
patience. This aggregate explains how character can display continuity without requiring an eternal
personality essence. Habits become strong through repetition, yet they remain conditioned and can
be transformed by ethical training, meditation, education, relationships, and social circumstances.
Responsibility remains meaningful because choices have consequences, but a harmful person is not
defined by an eternally bad self that can never change.

Consciousness and the Interaction of the
Aggregates

Vinnana refers to consciousness or discriminative awareness. Early Buddhist texts commonly describe
six types: eye-consciousness, ear-consciousness, nose-consciousness, tongue-consciousness, body-
consciousness, and mind-consciousness. Visual consciousness arises dependent on the eye and
visible form, while auditory consciousness arises dependent on the ear and sound. Mind-
consciousness knows mental objects such as ideas, memories, and images. Consciousness is
therefore not presented as a permanent witness standing behind the other aggregates. Each moment
of awareness arises through supporting conditions. In teachings on dependent arising, consciousness
and name-and-form condition one another, emphasizing the relational structure of experience. Later
Buddhist traditions developed more detailed theories of consciousness, but these models generally
remained attempts to explain continuity without returning to an eternal soul (Nanamoli & Bodhi,
1995).

The five aggregates can be distinguished analytically, but everyday experience usually involves them
simultaneously. Consider receiving criticism. Sound and the body belong to form; the experience may
produce an unpleasant feeling; perception identifies the words and interprets them as criticism;
mental formations include defensiveness, shame, anger, patience, or the intention to reply; and
consciousness makes the sensory and mental events known. Within seconds, the mind may construct

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 3



@ ’ACADEMIC

a story such as “l am being disrespected.” The aggregate model helps slow this construction. A
practitioner can notice sound as sound, unpleasantness as feeling, interpretation as perception, anger
as a mental formation, and awareness as conditioned consciousness. This does not require passively
accepting abuse. It allows the response to emerge from clearer observation rather than immediate
identification with one reaction. The theory therefore connects philosophical analysis directly with
ethical practice and emotional regulation.

Clinging, Not-Self, and Personal Continuity

Buddhist texts often speak of the five aggregates subject to clinging rather than treating the
aggregates themselves as the problem. Bodies, feelings, perceptions, formations, and consciousness
are ordinary aspects of experience. Suffering intensifies when they are appropriated through
statements such as “This is mine,” “This proves what | am,” or “This must remain the way | want.”
Clinging can attach to physical appearance, pleasure, intellectual identity, moral reputation, beliefs,
social roles, and even meditative experiences. Because the objects of clinging are unstable,
attachment creates conflict with change. The body cannot remain permanently young, pleasant
feelings cannot be ordered to continue, perceptions may be inaccurate, intentions compete, and
consciousness changes moment by moment. Insight therefore does not mean believing that nothing
exists. It means reducing possessiveness toward processes that were never fully controllable in the
first place (Boisvert, 1995).

The doctrine of not-self is sometimes misunderstood as nihilism or as a denial of moral responsibility.
Buddhist traditions do not require that conclusion. Conventional persons make promises, remember
past actions, experience consequences, develop habits, and care for others. What is rejected is the
idea that continuity requires one permanent metaphysical core. A river can retain a useful name while
its water, banks, temperature, and movement continuously change. Similarly, personal identity can
function as a practical designation for an ongoing causal history. This view can strengthen
responsibility because change is possible. Greed, fear, generosity, and wisdom are not eternal
identities; they are patterns that can be reinforced or weakened. Human value therefore does not
depend on possessing an unchanging self. Compassion becomes meaningful precisely because beings
are vulnerable, conditioned, and capable of transformation (Gethin, 1998).

Meditation and Everyday Application

Mindfulness practice applies the aggregate framework directly to experience. Attention to posture,
breathing, and bodily sensation examines form. Awareness of pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral tone
examines feeling. Recognition of naming and interpretation reveals perception. Observation of
intention, craving, anger, generosity, and concentration reveals mental formations. Awareness of
seeing, hearing, and thinking reveals conditioned consciousness. The purpose is not to split
experience into abstract categories during every moment of life but to weaken automatic
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identification. When anger arises, for example, the practitioner can recognize it as a mental event
with causes and conditions rather than as proof that “I am an angry person” or that action must follow
immediately. This creates room for ethical choice.

The five aggregates also have practical value outside formal meditation because they encourage
flexibility toward identity and change. Physical aging can be understood without reducing personal
worth to appearance. Pain can be acknowledged without turning it into a permanent identity. A
mistaken perception can be revised, and habitual reactions can be trained. Understanding
impermanence can even deepen appreciation because relationships and experiences matter partly
because they are vulnerable and cannot be permanently possessed. The teaching therefore aims at
equanimity rather than indifference. Seeing one’s own experience as conditioned can also support
compassion for others whose behavior is shaped by fear, habit, deprivation, or misunderstanding. The
aggregate model becomes ethically significant when insight reduces rigidity and increases the
capacity to respond wisely.

Conclusion

The Buddhist five aggregates explain human existence as an interdependent flow of material form,
affective feeling, perception, mental formations, and consciousness. None of these is permanent, fully
autonomous, or completely controllable. Form describes material conditions; feeling provides
pleasant, painful, or neutral tone; perception recognizes and interprets; mental formations organize
intention and habit; and consciousness arises through specific conditions of awareness. Together they
create the changing continuity conventionally called a person. The doctrine of not-self does not erase
conventional identity, ethics, or responsibility. It challenges the belief that an eternal owner must
exist behind experience. For students, the five aggregates are therefore both a philosophical
framework and a practical psychology of clinging, change, and transformation. Wisdom develops by
seeing these processes clearly without demanding that they provide a permanent self, allowing
identity to become less rigid and ethical response to become more deliberate.
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