
Buddhism – Human Personality

Human Personality:

• Theravada: Five Aggregates/(s)khandas

• Mahayana: sunyata

• Tathagatagarbha

Key Concepts:

Anicca the impermanent 
nature of all things

Anatta no independent 
or permanent 
self

Dukkha suffering/ 
unsatisfactoriness

(S)kandhas the 5 elements 
that make up a 
human being

Samatha calmness or 
breathing 
meditation

Pratitya everything 
‘exists’ because 
of other things 

Mettabhavana the development 
of loving kindness, 
usually through 
meditation

Vipassana ‘insight’ 
meditation to 
see the true 
nature of things

Exam Practice:

• Explain the importance of the Five Aggregates ((s)kandhas) 
for Buddhists.                
            (8)

Key Quotes:

• ‘Better to live one day seeing the rise and fall of things than to live a hundred years without 
ever seeing the rise and fall of things.’ Dhammapada 113

Key Connections:

How do teachings about Human Personality relate to other areas of your study?

pratitya samutpada, anicca, anatta, bodhisattva, karma, rebirth, death and mourning, beliefs about 
death and the afterlife

Key Beliefs and Teachings:

Five Aggregates 
((s)khandas) 

Theravada Buddhists would say that humans are made up of five (s)khandas (or 
‘heaps’). These five parts are: (1) form (the body); (2) sensations (emotional feelings); 
(3) perception (reasoning, recognition); (4) mental formations (impulses, habits); 
(5) consciousness (awareness). These (s)khandas are constantly changing (anicca) 
so none of these could be described as making a permanent self (anatta – no 
permanent self). The (s)khandas break up at death.

Sunyata Mahayana Buddhists also believe that all things are ‘empty’ or ‘without form’ 
(sunyata) and only exist because they are dependent on everything else  
(pratitya samutpada). This means that there is no fixed self because the universe is 
not fixed.

Tathagatagarbha
(buddha-nature)

This is the mainly Mahayanist belief that everyone has a buddha-nature 
(tathagatagarbha) inside them. This means that all humans have the potential to 
become enlightened and become a buddha. It can be likened to an acorn having the 
potential to become an oak tree. The term ‘tathagatagarbha’ can be understood to 
mean a seed, an embryo or a fully formed buddha within everyone.


