
Tamed, he is supreme among those who tame;
At peace, he is the sage among those who bring peace;
Freed, he is the chief of those who set free;
Delivered, he is the best of those who deliver.

—Aºguttara Nik›ya 4:23
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(up›d›na), they are commonly called the five aggregates subject to
clinging (pañc’up›d›nakkhandh›). Clinging to the five aggregates
occurs in two principal modes, which we might call appropriation and
identification. One either grasps them and takes possession of them,
that is, one appropriates them; or one uses them as the basis for views
about one’s self or for conceit (“I am better than, as good as, inferior
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The Five Aggregates
(based on SN 22:56–57 and 22:95)

Aggregate Content Condition Simile

form four great elements
and form derived
from them

nutriment a lump of foam

feeling six classes of
feeling: born of
contact through
eye, ear, nose,
tongue, body,
and mind

contact a water bubble

perception six classes of
perception: of
forms, sounds,
smells, tastes, tactile
objects, and mental
phenomena

contact a mirage

volitional
formations

six classes of
volition:
regarding forms,
sounds, smells,
tastes, tactile
objects, and
mental phenomena

contact a banana-tree
trunk

consciousness six classes of
consciousness:
eye-, ear-, nose-,
tongue-, body-,
mind-consciousness

name-and-form a magical
illusion
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“bases for contact” (phass›yatana), “contact” (phassa) being the coming
together of sense faculty, object, and consciousness.

What the first five sense bases and their objects signify is obvious
enough, but the sixth pair, mind (mano) and phenomena (dhamm›), pres-
ents some difficulty. If we treat the two terms as parallel to the other
internal and external bases, we would understand the mind base to be
the support for the arising of mind-consciousness (manoviññ›˚a) and the
phenomena base to be the objective sphere of mind-consciousness. On
this interpretation, “mind” might be taken as the passive flow of con-
sciousness from which active conceptual consciousness emerges, and
“phenomena” as purely mental objects such as those apprehended by
introspection, imagination, and reflection. The Abhidhamma and the
P›li commentaries, however, interpret the two terms differently. They
hold that the mind base comprises all classes of consciousness, that is,
they include within it all six types of consciousness. They also hold that
all actual entities not comprised in the other sense bases constitute the
phenomena base. The phenomena base, then, includes the other three
mental aggregates—feeling, perception, and volitional formations—as
well as types of subtle material form not implicated in experience
through the physical senses. Whether this interpretation conforms to the
meaning intended in the oldest Buddhist texts is an open question.

Text IX,4(2)(a) testifies that for Early Buddhism, liberation requires
direct knowledge and full understanding of the internal and external
sense bases and all the phenomena that arise from them. This seems to
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The Six Internal and External Sense Bases

Internal sense bases External sense bases Types of consciousness
arisen from the sense bases

eye forms eye-consciousness

ear sounds ear-consciousness

nose smells nose-consciousness

tongue tastes tongue-consciousness

body tactile objects body-consciousness

mind mental phenomena mind-consciousness
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The Four Classes of Noble Disciples
By Way of Fetters Eliminated and Types of Rebirth Remaining

Besides the four main classes of noble persons, the Nik›yas some-
times mention a pair ranked just below the stream-enterer—see Text
X,1(3). These two—called the Dhamma-follower (dhamm›nus›rı) and
the faith-follower (saddh›nus›rı)—are actually two types belonging to
the eighth category of noble disciples, the person practicing for the
realization of the fruit of stream-entry. The Nik›yas include this pair
to show that those on the way to stream-entry can be distinguished
into two classes by way of their dominant faculty. The Dhamma-fol-
lower is one for whom wisdom is dominant, the faith-follower one for
whom faith is dominant. It may be significant that at this stage prior to
the first fruition, it is only faith and wisdom and not the other three fac-
ulties—energy, mindfulness, and concentration—that serve to distin-
guish disciples into different types.3

The explanation of the classes of noble disciples found in the above
text, an extract from the AlagaddÒpama Sutta (MN 22), may convey
the impression that all those who attain these stages are monks. This,
however, is by no means the case. The AlagaddÒpama extract is
worded in this way only because it is addressed to monks. Text X,1(4)
corrects this impression and provides a clearer picture of how the
classes of noble disciples are distributed among the groups of the

Class of disciple Fetters newly eliminated Remaining types of rebirth

stream-enterer identity view, doubt,
wrong grasp of rules
and observances

at most seven more births
among humans and devas

once-returner none, but weakens lust,
hatred, and delusion

one more birth in the sense-
sphere realm

nonreturner sensual lust and ill will spontaneous birth in the
form realm

arahant desire for existence in
form realm, desire for
formless existence,
conceit, restlessness,
ignorance

none
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