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Exploring the Meaning of “Khandha”:
According to Early Buddhist Literature

Liu, Jin-song*

ABSTRACT :

Under the circumstances of early Buddhist thought, academic circle has
explained the meaning of “khandha”, however, it is insufficient if taking a
careful inspection. This paper will explore the meaning of “khandha” on the
base of the full literature review, current achievements and early Buddhist
thoughts.

Current achievements: (1) From the perspective of semantics, “khandha”
has three meanings: accumulation, all, category. (2) From the perspective of
the theories, “khandha” is a designation of sentient beings.

The inadequate: (1) The use of the literature: the academic fruits on
researching the meaning of khandha according to the Northern and the
Southern materials simultaneously are insufficient. (2) The relationship
among the meaning items of khandha is not analyzed, and so is the
relationship among theoretical meanings.

In view of this, the paper is based on the common literature of the
extant northern Agama sutras and southern nikaya. Taking “to research
Buddhism on the base of Buddhist theory” as the main principle, combining
with “semantic explanation” as the auxiliary principle. The method of
semantic interpretation and the method of theoretical interpretation are used
simultaneously to analyze the connotation of khandha. On semantic
interpretation, the paper focuses on the relationship among the three

* Ph.D. Department of Buddhist Studies, Fo Guang University
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meanings. On the theoretical interpretation, the paper emphasizes that the
pratitya-dharma is the base of the theoretical meanings of khandha, and it is
the root of the attributes of khandha
no-self”.

“impermanence, suffering and

The conclusions of this paper is:

(1) Semantic level: khandha can be defined as: the accumulation of all
the time, all space, and all forms of a certain category (with commonality) .
It refers to the “accumulation” of all factors of the sentient
beings(phenomena).

(2) Theoretical level: khandha is designation of sentient beings, and it is
born of causation. pratitya-dharma reflects the law of the development of
khandha which has the attributes of “impermanence, suffering and no-self”.

(3) Semantic change: compared with the meaning of etymology, the
meaning has been greatly developed in respects of depth, breadth and
complexity. This reflects many problems in the fields of linguistics, thought
history, etc., which is left to the academic community.

The academic contributions of this paper are:

linguistics and theoretical methods are used simultaneously to analyze
the connotation of khandha. This paper explores the relationship among the
three meanings of khandha and relationship among its theoretical meanings.
It also raises new questions for the study of Buddhist Scripture Linguistics
and Buddhist history of thought.

Keywords: meaning of khandha, early Buddhism, Buddhist terms, Buddhist
history
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atitanagatapaccuppannam ajjhattam va bahiddha va olarikam va
sukhumam va hinam va panitam va yam dire santike va, ayam
vuccati ripakkhandho. Ya kaci vedana ...pe... ya kaci sanfia... ye
keci sankhara atitanagatapaccuppanna ajjhattam va bahiddha va
olarika va sukhuma va ...pe... ayam vuccati sankharakkhandho. Yam
kifici vififianam atitanagatapaccuppannam ajjhattam va bahiddha va
olarikam va sukhumam va hinam va panitam va yam diire santike va,
ayam vuccati vififianakkhandho. Ime vuccanti, bhikkhave,

paficakkhandha. *°
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Ya tesam tesam sattanam tamhi tamhi sattanikaye jati safijati okkanti abhinibbatti

khandhanam patubhavo, ayatananam patilabho— ayam vuccatavuso, jati. (MN.9)
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Ya tesam tesam sattanam tamha tamha sattanikaya cuti cavanata bhedo
antaradhanam maccu maranam kalakiriya khandhanam bhedo kalevarassa
nikkhepo, idam vuccati maranam. (SN.12.2)
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Kim nu sattoti paccesi, mara ditthigatam nu te; Suddhasankharapufijoyam,
nayidha sattupalabbhati. “Yatha hi angasambhara, hoti saddo ratho iti; Evam
khandhesu santesu, hoti sattoti sammuti. “Dukkhameva hi sambhoti, dukkham
titthati veti ca; Nafifiatra dukkha sambhoti, nafiiam dukkha nirujjhati’ti. Atha kho
maro papima “janati mam vajira bhikkhuni’ti dukkhi dummano
tatthevantaradhayiti. (SN.5.10)
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Nayidam attakatam bimbam, nayidam parakatam agham. Hetum paticca
sambhiitam, hetubhanga nirujjhati. Yatha affiataram bijam, khette vuttam
virthati; Pathavirasaiicagamma, sinehafica tadibhayam. Evam khandha ca
dhatuyo, cha ca ayatana ime; Hetum paticca sambhiita, hetubhanga
nirujjhareti. Atha kho maro papima “janati mam sela bhikkhunt” ti dukkhi
dummano tatthevantaradhayiti. (SN.5.9)
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Katamo ca, bhikkhave, paticcasamuppado? Avijjapaccaya, bhikkhave, sankhara;
sankharapaccaya viffianam; vififianapaccaya namariipam; namaripapaccaya
salayatanamsalayatanapaccaya phasso; phassapaccaya vedana; vedanapaccaya
tanha; tanhapaccaya upadanam; upadanapaccaya bhavo; bhavapaccaya jati
jatipaccaya jaramaranam sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupayasa sambhavanti.
Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti. (SN.12.2)
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“Tam kim mafifiasi, sona, ripam niccam va aniccam va’ti? “Aniccam, bhante”.
“Yam pananiccam dukkham va tam sukham va”ti? “Dukkham, bhante”. ““Yam
pananiccam dukkham viparinamadhammam kallam nu tam samanupassitum—
‘etam mama, esohamasmi, eso me atta’’ti? “No hetam, bhante”. “Vedana nicca va
anicca va’ti? “Anicca, bhante”... “safifia... sankhara... vififianam niccam va
aniccam va’ti? “Aniccam, bhante”. “Yam pananiccam dukkham va tam sukham
va’ti? “Dukkham, bhante.” (SN.22.49)
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Katamam panavuso, dukkham, katamo dukkhasamudayo, katamo dukkhanirodho,
katama dukkhanirodhagamini patipada? Jatipi dukkha, jarapi dukkha, maranampi
dukkham, sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupayasapi dukkha, appiyehi
sampayogopi dukkho, piyehi vippayogopi dukkho, yampiccham na labhati tampi
dukkham, samkhittena paficupadanakkhandha dukkha— idam vuccatavuso,
dukkham. (MN.9)
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Yam kifici, radha, rGipam atitanagatapaccuppannam ajjhattam va
bahiddha va olarikam va sukhumam va hinam va panitam va yam
dire santike va, sabbam riipam— ‘netam mama, nesohamasmi, na
meso atta’ti evametam yathabhiitam sammappafifiaya passati. Ya kaci
vedana... ya kaci safifia... ye keci sankhara... yam kifici vifiianam
atitanagatapaccuppannam ...pe... yam dire santike va, sabbam

vifilanam— ‘netam mama, nesohamasmi, na meso atta’ti evametam
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