transfer, giving offerings to the Buddha is regarded as
the same thing as offering to ancestors. The unity of the
living and the dead or the bond between descendants
and ancestors is assured and affirmed by participating
in and observing the Buddhist ancestral rites. In South-
east Asia, ancestor worship is not as evident as in East
Asia, but the continual transfer of merit though offer-
ings to monks and the sangha provides the opportu-
nity to commemorate and nourish ancestral spirits.

See also: Cosmology; Death; Lineage; Merit and Merit-
Making

Bibliography

Ahern, Emily M. The Cult of the Dead in a Chinese Village. Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1973.

deSilva, Lynn A. Buddhism: Beliefs and Practices in Sri Lanka.
Colombo, Sri Lanka: de Silva, 1974.

Freedman, Maurice. Lineage Organization in Southeastern
China. London: University of London, Athlone Press, 1958.

Fujii Masao. “Soshi shinkd no keisei to tenkai” (The formation
and development of founder worship in Japan). Taisho
daigaku daigaku-in kenkyii ronshii 6 (1982): 23-39.

Fujii Masao. Sosen saiki (Ancestral rites). Bukkyd minzogu-gaku
taikei, Vol. 4. Tokyo: Meicho shuppan, 1988.

Gombrich, Richard Francis, and Obeyesekere, Gananath. Bud-
dhism Transformed: Religious Change in Sri Lanka. Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988.

Holt, John C. “Assisting the Dead by Venerating the Living:
Merit Transfer in the Early Buddhist Tradition.” Numen 28,
no. 1 (1981): 1-28.

Jordan, David K. Gods, Ghosts, and Ancestors: The Folk Religion
of a Taiwanese Village. Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1972.

Lee, Kwang Kyu. “The Concept of Ancestors and Ancestor Wor-
ship in Korea.” Asian Folklore Studies 43 (1984): 199-214.

Smith, Robert J. Ancestor Worship in Contemporary Japan. Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1974.

Spiro, Melford E. Buddhism and Society: A Great Tradition and
Its Burmese Vicissitudes. New York: Harper, 1970.

Takeda Chosha. Sosen sithai (Ancestor worship). Kyoto:
Heirakuji Shoten, 1971.

Tamamura Taijo. Soshiki Bukkyd (Funeral Buddhism). Tokyo:
Daihorinkaku, 1964.

Tambiah, Stanley J. Buddhism and the Spirit Cults in North-East
Thailand. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
1970.

Teiser, Stephen. The Ghost Festival in Medieval China. Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF BUDDHISM

ANITYA (IMPERMANENCE)

Yanagida Kunio. Senzo no hanashi. Tokyo: Tsukuma shobo,
1946. English translation by Fanny Hagin Mayer and Ishi-
wara Yasuyo. About Our Ancestors: The Japanese Family Sys-
tern. Tokyo: Bunshodo, 1970.

MARIKO NAMBA WALTER

ANITYA (IMPERMANENCE)

Impermanence, as the Sanskrit word anitya or Pali
word anicca are generally translated, is one of the three
characteristics of the phenomenal world, or the world
in which human beings live. The other two character-
istics are DUHKHA (SUFFERING) and no-self (anatman).
The concept of impermanence is fundamental to all
Buddhist schools: Everything that exists in this world
is impermanent. No element of physical matter or any
concept remains unchanged, including the SKANDHA
(AGGREGATE) that make up individual persons. Things
in the world change in two ways. First, they change
throughout time. Second, everything in this world is
influenced by other elements of the world, and thus all
existence is contingent upon something else. Because
of this state of interdependence, everything that exists
in this world is subject to change and is thus imper-
manent. Impermanence is the cause of suffering, be-
cause humans attempt to hold on to things that are
constantly changing, on the mistaken assumption that
those things are permanent.

NIRVANA is the only thing that lies beyond the reach
of change, because it exists beyond the conceptual
dualism of existence or nonexistence. Traditionally,
Buddhist texts explain that because nirvana is not de-
pendent upon other elements in the world, it is de-
scribed as “uncreated” and “transcendent.” In short,
nirvana is not subject to change and is therefore not
impermanent. For one who pursues the path toward
enlightenment, the goal is to recognize the truth of im-
permanence by learning how not to depend upon the
notion that things exist permanently in the world. Ac-
cording to the THERAVADA school of Buddhism, the
first step in knowing the nature of reality is recogniz-
ing that neither the self nor the world exist perma-
nently. Impermanence is woven throughout all of
Buddhism, from its texts to artistic representations of
Buddhist concepts.

See also: Anatman/Atman (No-Self/Self); Bodhi
(Awakening); Four Noble Truths; Path; Pratityasa-
mutpada (Dependent Origination)
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