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Theravada Confusion of Jãvitindriya by Grouping It under Two Categories; Cetasika 

and Råpa Dharmàs 

Ilukewela Dhammarathana Thero 

Jãvitindriya (mental life-faculty) is a significant term used in Theravàda and Sarvàstivàda 

sources of Abhidharma. Although, the term jãvita is found in the Pali suttas, the technical 

term jãvitendariya is mostly found in the Abhidhamma Piñaka (Jaini 247).1 In Jãvitindriya 

Sutta of Saüyutta Nikàya, the three faculties; femininity, masculinity and vitality are 

stated (S.N., v. 204).2 As P.S. Jaini suggests, when the early Buddhist sources are taken 

into consideration, the Mahàvedalla Sutta (M.N., i. 295)3 would be the Sutta that caused 

the origin of Jãvitindriya in Abhidharma (Jaini 247).4 In the Sutta, the terms; àyu and uùma 

are given. Out of the two terms, the former is more commonly used signifying life-

duration.   

The Mahàvedalla-sutta (M.N., i. 295)5 of the Majjhika-nikàya contains a conversation 

between Ven. Mahàkoññhita and Ven. Sàriputta on the mutual relation of the mind and 

mental concomitants. In this conversation, a question is asked on the basis of stability of 

the five indriyas. Ven. Sàruputta replies that stability is on account of àyu.6 The latter says 

àyu depends on usmà7 and usmà depends on àyu.8  Since usmà is also a part of the body, 

the àyu and usmà are inter-dependent like the flame and the light of a lamp.9 The light is 

                                                 
1
 Jaini, P.S. (2001), Collected Papers on Buddhist Studies, Motilal Banarsidass,  p.247 

2
 Jãvitindriya sutta, S.N. v, PTS, p.204 

Tãõimàni, bhikkhave, indriyàni. Katamàni tãõi? Itthindriyaü, purisindriyaü, jãvitindriyaü. Imàni kho, 

bhikkhave, tãõi indriyàni.  

3
 Mahàvedalla Sutta, M.N. 1, PTS, p.295 

4
 P.S. Jaini, Collected Papers on Buddhist Studies, Motilal Banarsidass, 2001, p.247 

5
 Mahàvedalla Sutta, M.N. 1, PTS, p.295 

6
  pa¤cimàni àvuso indriyàni. seyyathidaü cakkhuindriyaü sotindriyaü ghànindriyaü jivhindriyaü 

kayindriyaü. imàni kho àvuso pa¤cindriyàni àyuü pañicca tiññhanti.  

7
 àyu usmaü pañicca tiññhanti. 

8
 usmà àyuü pañicca tiññhanti. 

9
 telappadãpassa jhàyato acciü pañicca àbhà pa¤¤àyati, àbhaü pañicca acci pa¤¤àyati, evameva kho àvuso 

àyu usmaü pañicca tiññhati. usmà ca àyuü pañicca tiññhatã ti.  
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seen by the help of flame, the flame is seen on account of the light (M.N., i. 295).10 The 

stability of àyu and usmà is stated in the Sutta in relation to the five sense faculties, not to 

the five aggregates. Therefore, P.S. Jaini suggests that there is no indication here to show 

the place of àyu in the traditional formula of the five khandhas (Jaini 245).11  

It seems that to elucidate this point, a further question is raised whether the àyusaükhàras 

(constituents of life) are identical with feelings (i.e. vedanà). Ven. Sàriputta says that they 

are not identical, for, if they were, a person undergoing the trance called sa¤¤à-

vedayitanirodha will not rise again from that trance (ibid.).12 Consequently, if àyu is 

identical with any of them, it will also cease to be, resulting in the death of the yogin. If 

àyu, usmà and vi¤¤àõa leave the body (kàya), there remains the corpse (ibid.).13 Further, 

the difference between the death and the sa¤¤à-vedaita-nirodha samàpatti is given in the 

Sutta. The death means the disappearance of kàya-saükhàra, vacã-saükhàra, citta-

saükhàra, àyu, usmà, senses while the sa¤¤à-vedaita-nirodha samàpatti means the 

disappearance of the kàya-saükhàra, vacã-saükhàra, citta-saükhàra, and the stability of 

àyu, usmà, senses (ibid. 296).14 In other words, when a person dies, three things abandon 

him, viz. the àyu, the usmà and the mind (vi¤¤àõa). In the case of a person who has 

undergone the above samàdhi the àyu and usmà still exist (ibid).15 P.S. Jaini suggests:  

It appears from this passage that the Sutta recognizes àyu as a factor which 

stabilizes the five indriyas, but does not include it in any of the nàma-

                                                 
10 Imàni kho àvuso pa¤cindriyàni àyuü pañicca tiññhantãti... àyu usmaü pañicca tiññhantãti... Seyyathàpi... 

Mahàvedalla Sutta, M.N. 1, PTS, p.295 

11
 P.S. Jaini, Collected Papers on Buddhist Studies, Motilal Banarsidass, 2001, p.247 

12
 Te ca kho àyu-saükhàrà abhiviüsu te vedaniyà dhammà, na-y-idaü sa¤¤à-vedayita-nirodhaü 

samàpannassa bhikkhuno vuññhànaü pa¤¤àyetha (ibid.). 

13
 ydà kho, àuso, imaü kàyaü tayo dhammà jahanti - àyu usmà ca vi¤¤àõü; athàyaü kàyo ujjhito 

avakkhitto seti, yathà kaññhaü acetananti.  

14 yvàyaü, àvuso, mato kàlaïkato tassa kàyasaïkhàra niruddhà pañippassaddhà, vacãsaïkhàrà niruddhà 

pañppassaddhà, cittasaïkhàrà niruddhà patippassaddhà, àyu parikkhãõo, usmà våpasantà, indriyàni 

paribhinnàni. yo càyaü bhikkhu sa¤¤à-vedaita-nirodhaü samàpanno tassapi kàyasaïkhàra niruddhà 

pañippassaddhà, vacãsaïkhàrà niruddhà pañppassaddhà, cittasaïkhàrà niruddhà patippassaddhà, àyu na 

parikkhãõo, usmà avåpasantà, indriyàni vippadannàni.  p.296 

15
 Yadà kho panàvuso imaü kàyaü layo dhammà jahanti: àyu usmà ca vi¤¤àõaü, athàyaü kàyo ujjhiyo seti 

yathà kaññþaü acetanaü ti. ... yvàyaü ... mato ... yo càyaü ... sa¤¤àvedayita-nirodhaü samàpanno, 

imesaü kiü nànàkaraõaü ti? Yvàyaü mato ... tassa ... àyu parikkhãõo, usmà våpasantà ... yvàyaü ... 

samàpanno tassa ... àyu aparikkhãõo, usmà avåpasantà ... (ibid.). 
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khandhas. Its inclusion in the latter group would also go against the recognition 

of an existence called as¤¤a-bhava which consists of only the råpa-khandha. 

Nor could it be included in the råpa-khandha, for in the aråpa-loka, in the 

absence of any råpa, its operation will be impossible. Various speculations 

regarding its inclusion in the formula of the five skandhas can be treated to the 

above Sutta and to the problems that arise on account of recognizing these two 

existences, one wholly material and another wholly mental. The Theravàdins 

sloved this problem by postulating two jãvitendriyas (i.e. àyu), one physical 

(råpa) and another mental (aråpa). Their Abhidhamma includes the former in 

the upàdàyaråpas, and the latter in the saükhàra-khandha (ibid. 19).16 The 

beings of the asa¤¤a-bhava and the aråpa-bhava live their life-span on account 

of these two dharmas, respectively. The beings of other existences possess both 

kinds of the jãvitendriya (ibid. 248).17  

According to the aforesaid facts, it is clear that the jãvitindriya is a later addition made to 

the Abhidhamma in Theravàda and Sarvàstivàda. However, the term, jãvitindriya  found in 

Saïyutta Nikàya should be examined (S.N., v. 204)18 In Jãvitindriya Sutta, three indiriyas 

are given; the faculty of male, female and life. Considering the term, jãvitindriya, the 

commentarial explanation is given as `that which gives the life' (S.N.A., iii. 237).19 In that 

sense, jãvitindriya is identical with life. Therefore, in relation to early Buddhism we can 

indentify that the probability of continuing the life would be done by the jãvitindriya.  

To indentify the characteristics of Jãvitindriya, the interpretations given in the canon are to 

be examined.  

Dhammasaïganã  suggests that there is life-faculty which causes, the progress, support and 

continuation of the life (àyu) (Dhammasaügani, 11-20).20 The fact given in Jãvitindriya 

                                                 
16

 Katamaü taü råpaü jãvitindriyaü? Yo tesaü råpãnaü dhammànaü àyu ñhiti ... jãvitaü ... 

(Dhammasaïgani, 635). Yo tesaü atåpãnaü dhammànaü àyu ... jãvitaü (ibid., 19). 

17
 P.S. Jaini, Collected Papers on Buddhist Studies, Motilal Banarsidass, 2001, p.248 

18
 Jãvitindriya sutta, S.N. v, PTS, p.204 

 ... tãõimàni ... jãvitindriyaü.... 

19
 S.N.A., iii, PTS, p.237  

jãvite indaññhaü karotãti jãvitinóriyaü 

20
 Dhammasaïganã, p. 11,20,    
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Sutta is quite similar to this interpretation. However, Dhammasaïganã introduces two 

jãvitindriyas; (ibid. 126)21 

1. råpa-jãvitindriya  

2. non-råpa-jãvitindriya 

This is the place where the Canon begins to introduce two Jãvitindriyas. The two terms 

found in Mahàvedalla Sutta could also be applied here. The term àyu found in the Sutta 

could be compared with non-råpa-jãvitindriya and usma with råpa jãvitindriya. As àyu is 

away from the ordinary senses while usma is sensible, the two jãvitindriyas given here also 

perform the same task. This is explicitly given in the statement in Kathàvatthu discussing 

the stability of jãvitindriya of those who are in the nirodha samàpatti but not the råpa-

jãvitindriya (Kathàvatthu 396).22  

Dãghanikàya Aññhakathà, however, suggests quite different opinion on jãvitindriya 

regarding what the killing is. It says that in conventional sense, it is life, but in ultimate 

sense, it is jãvitindriyaü (D.N.A. i. 69).23 This suggests the similarity and dissimilarity 

between the life and jãvitindriya. The similarity is that it is the same thing both life and 

jãvindriya because it causes the life. The dissimilarity is that in relation to the conventional 

form of language, it is the life, but in ultimate sense it is jãvitindriya.  

The jãvitindriya is stated under different numbers of indriyani in Dhammasaïgani as:  

Eight-fold: saddhindriyaü, vãrindriyaü, satindriyaü, samàdhindriyaü, pa¤¤indriyaü, 

manindriyaü, somanassindriyaü, jãvitindriyaü (Dhammasaïganã, 19).24 

Nine-fold: chakkhuindriyaü, sotindriyaü, ghànindriyaü, jivhindriyaü, kàyindriyaü, 

itthindriyaü, purisindriyaü, jãvitindriyaü. ya¤ca råpaü na indriyaü (ibid. 

132 / Vibhaïga 14).25  

                                                                                                                                                   
yo tesaü aråpãnaü àyu ñhiti yapanà yàpanà irãyanà vattanà pàlanà jãvitaü jãvitindriyaü  

21
 Dhammasaïganã p. 126 

atthi råpaü jãvitindriyaü, atthi råpaü na jãvitindriyaü 

22
 Kathàvatthu p.396 

nirodhaü samàpannassa atthi jãvitindriyaü, no ca vata re vattabbe - natthi råpajãvitindriya'nti.  

23
 Dãghanikàya Aññhakathà (Sãlakkhandha Vagga Aññhakathà) 1, 69 

pàõoti cettha voharato satto, paramattho jãvitindriyaü.  

24
 Dhammasaïganã p. 19 

25
 Dhammasaïganã p. 132 / Vibhaïga 14 
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Ten-fold: chakkhuindriyaü, sotindriyaü, ghànindriyaü, jivhindriyaü, kàyindriyaü, 

itthindriyaü, purisindriyaü, jãvitindriyaü. na indriya råpaü atthi sappañighaü, 

atthi appatighaü (ibid).26  

 

Twenty-two-fold: chakkhuindriyaü, sotindriyaü, ghànindriyaü, jivhindriyaü, 

kàyindriyaü, manindriyaü, itthindriyaü, purisindriyaü, jãvitindriyaü, 

sukhindriyaü, dukhindriyaü, somanassindriyaü, domanassindriyaü, 

upekkhindriyaü, saddhindriyaü, virindriyaü, satindriyaü, 

samàdhindriyaü, pa¤¤nidriyaü, ada¤¤àta¤¤ssàüãtindriyaü, 

a¤¤indriyaü, a¤¤àtàvindriyaü (Vibhaïga 121).27 

Further, Dhammasaïganã explains the process how the wholesome consciousness (kusala 

Dhamma) arises. Within the process, how the jãvitindriya causes the continuity of life is 

explained.  

01. A consciousness accompanied by pleasure (somanassasahagataü) comes because of 

whatever object such as form, sound, odour, taste, touch, thought (dhammàrammaõa) 

(Dhammasaïgani 08).28 

02. There arise contact, feeling, perception, volition, consciousness (ibid.),29 initial 

application, sustained application, joy, happiness and one-pointed-ness (ibid.).30  

03. The faculties; faith, energy, mindfulness, concentration, wisdom, mind, pleasure, life 

(ibid.).31  

04. Right view, right thought, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration (ibid.).32  

                                                 
26

 Dhammasaïganã p. 132 / Vibhaïga 14 

27
 Vibhaïga, p.121 

28
 Dhammasaïganã p. 08    

yasmiü samaye kàmàvacaraü kusalaü cittaü uppannaü hoti somanassasahagataü ¤àõasaüpayuttaü 

råpàrammaõaü và saddhàrammaõaü và gandhàrammaõaü và rasàrammaõaü và 

phoññhabbàrammaõaü và dhammàrammaõaü và yaü yaü và panàrabbha.   

29
 Dhammasaïganã p. 08  

 tasmiü samaye phasso hoti, vedanà hoti, sa¤¤à hoti, cetanà hoti, cittaü hoti.  

30
 Dhammasaïganã p. 08   

vitakko hoti, vicàro hoti, pãti hoti, sukha hoti, cittassekaggatà hoti 

31
 Dhammasaïganã p. 08   

 saddhindriyaü hoti, viriyindriyaü hoti, satindriyaü hoti, samàdhindriyaü hoti, pa¤¤indiryaü hoti, 

manindriyaü hoti, somanassindriyaü hoti, jãvitindriyaü hoti.  

32
 Dhammasaïganã p. 08   

 sammàdiññhi hoti, sammàsaïkappo hoti, sammàvàyàmo hoti, sammàsamàdhi hoti. 
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05. The powers of faith, effort, mindfulness, concentration, wisdom, shyness, regret 

(ibid.).33  

06. Non-greed, non-hatred, non-ignorance, non-covetousness, non-cruelty, right view 

(ibid.).34     

07. Shame, fear, tranquillity of mentality, tranquillity of mind, lightness of mental states, 

lightness of mind, pliancy of mental states, pliancy of mind, adaptability of mental 

states, adaptability of mind, proficiency of mental states, proficiency of the mind, 

rectitude of mental states, and rectitude of mind (ibid.).35  

08. Finally, there arises mindfulness, intelligence, insight, energy and calmness which are 

related to the immaterial (ibid.).36   

 

At the third stage of this category, jãvitindriya arises and causes the origin of wholesome 

thoughts.  

 

The Theravàda enumeration of àyu in the råpa-khandha looks rather far-fetched. 

Mahàvedalla Sutta (M.N., i. 295)
37

 specifically raises the whole problem with reference to 

five indriyas, i.e. the five senses, and not matter in general. `Death' these spoken of 

reference not to a corpse but to a personality, i.e. a being led by his karma in different 

destinies (gati) or existence (nikàya-sabhàga) such as naraka (hell), tiriya¤ca (animal), 

preta (spirit), manuùya (human), and deva (god). P.S. Jaini suggests as follow.   

The àyuþ thus was directly related to karma or cetanà and not the råpa-

skandha. This seems to be the main reason for a criticism of the råpa-

jãvitendriya by Pubbaseliyas and Sammitãyas recorded in Kathàvatthu 

                                                 
33

 Dhammasaïganã p. 08   

 saddhàbalaü hoti, viriyabalaü hoti, satibalaü hoti, samàdhibalaü hoti, pa¤¤àbalaü hoti, hitibalaü 

hoti, ottappabalaü hoti..  

34
 Dhammasaïganã p. 08   

 alobho hoti, adoso hoti, amoho hoti, anabhijjhà hoti, abyàpàdo hoti, sammàdiññhi hoti.  

35
 Dhammasaïganã p. 08   

 hiri hoti, ottappaü hoti, kàyapassaddhi hoti, cittapassaddhi hoti, kàyalahutà hoti, cittalahutà hoti, 

kàyamudutà hoti, cittamudutà hoti, kàyakamma¤¤atà hoti, cittakamma¤¤atà hoti, kàyapàgu¤¤atà hoti, 

cittapàgu¤¤atà hoti, kàyayujjukatà hoti, cittayujjukatà hoti 

36
 Dhammasaïganã p. 08   

sati hoti, saüpaj¤¤aü hoti, samatho hoti, vipassanà hoti, paggaho hoti, avikkhepo hoti, ye và pana 

tasmiü samaye a¤¤epi atthi pañiccasamuppannà aråpino dhammà - ime dhammà kusalà.  

37
 M.N. 1, PTS, p.295 
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(Kathàvatthu Aññhakathà, iii. 10).38 They held that the jãvitendriya was 

essentially an aråpa-dharma. But these schools, as well as the Vaibhàùikas, 

were equally committed to the theories of the asaüj¤a and aråpa-bhavas, and 

hence could not include the jãvitendriya in the nàma-skandha. They, therefore, 

included it in their viprayukta category, distinct from both the citta and råpa 

(Jaini 248). 39  

The Visuddhimagga enumerates the 24 kinds of derived matter: cakkhu, sota, ghàõa, 

jivhà, kàya; råpa, sadda, gandha, rasa; itthindriya, purisindriya, jãvitindriya; hadaya-

vatthu; kàyavi¤¤atti, vacãvi¤¤atti; àkàsa-dhàtu; råpassa-lahutà, råpassa-mudutà, 

råpassa-kamma¤¤atà; råpassa-upacayo, råpassa-santati, råpassa-jaratà, råpassa-

aniccatà, and kabaëãkàro-àhàro (Atthasàlinã, iv. 112).40 

A few of the so-called nipphanna-råpas can also be placed in the category of the 

anipphanna. The jãvitindriya, for instance, does not consist of a separate råpa, but is only 

a name given to the life of matter. The itthindriya and purisindriya, two `material qualities 

of sex' can be treated as different aspects of the kàya.41 The last nipphanna-råpa, called 

kabaëãkàro àhàro (edible food) is also not a separate entity but only a name given to the 

material quality of nutrition.  

Classification given in Sàriputràbhidharma on five skandhas should be investigated here.  

1. Citta-saüprayukta – vedanà-skandha and saüj¤à-sakandha 

2. Not citta-saüprayukta – råpa-skandha 

3. Neither citta-saüprayukta nor not citta-saüprayukta - vij¤ànà-skandha 

4. Either citta-saüprayukta or not citta-saüprayukta – saüskàra-skandha  

 

                                                 
38

 Kathàvatthu-aññhakathà, viii, p.10. 

Tattha yesam jãvitindriyaü nàma citta-vippayuttho aråpo-dhammo, tasmà råpa-jãvitindriyaü natthãti 

laddhi, seyyathàpi Pubbaseliyàna¤ceva Sammitãyànaü ca. 

39
 P.S. Jaini, Collected Papers on Buddhist Studies, Motilal Banarsidass, 2001, p.248 

40
 Of these only 23 are enumerated in the Dhammasaïgaõi. The hadaya-vatthu is a later addition by the 

commentators. See Aññhasàlinã, iv, 112. 

41
 Cf. Vçtti on kà. 73)  

Kàyendriya-prade÷a eva hi ka÷cit strã-puruùendriyàkhyaü labhate...  



8 

 

 

Here, the problem arises with the saüskàra skandha since it is the subject matter. What is 

the saüskàra-skandha which is not citta-saüprayukta? That is saüskàra-sakandha which 

is not caitasika- jàti, etc, up to nirodha-samàpatti.  

The Abhidharmakośa of Vasubandhu states what the cittaviprayuktasaüskàras are. 

viprayuktàstu saüskàràþ pràptyapràptã sabhàgatà /  

àsaüj¤ikaü samàpattã jãvitaü lakùaõàni ca //35// 

The not-associated "with the mind-stuff" are the pràpti, the apràpti, the sabhàgatà, the 

àsaüj¤ika, the two concentrations, the life, the characters, the nàmakàya, etc., and what is 

of this type (Subhadra & Jayaswal 334).42 

Ghoùaka enumerates the following 17 saüskàras: (1) pràptiþ, (2) asaüj¤i-samàpattiþ, (3) 

nirodha-samàpattiþ, (4) asaüj¤i-àyatanam, (5) jãvitendriyam, (6) nikàya-sabhàgatà, (7) 

sthàna-pràptiþ, (8) vastu-pràptiþ, (9) àyatana-pràptiþ, (10) jàtiþ, (11) jarà, (12) sthitiþ, 

(13) anityatà, (14) nàma-kàhaþ, (15) pada-kàyaþ, (16) vya¤jana-kàyaþ, (17) 

pçthagjanatvam. 

With the development of Sarvàstivàda Abhidharma Vasubhandhu systematized the 

Abhidhamma composing Abhidharmakoùabhà÷ya enumerating 14 number of 

cittaviprayuktasaüskhàra dharmas (conditionings disjoined from thought) as follows.  

i. prapti (acquisition)  

ii. apràpti (non-acquisition)  

iii. nikàyasabhàga (group homogeneity)  

iv. àsaüj¤ika (ideationlessness) 

v. àsaüj¤ã-samàpatti (ideationlessness attainment)  

                                                 
42

 The Abhidharmakośa of Vasubandhu, Dr. Subhadra Jha, Kashi Prasad Jayaswal Research Institute Patna, 

1983, p. 334 

vij¤àna 

Citta saüprayukta Not citta saüprayukta 

 

Five aggregates 

Vedanà 

saüj¤à 
Saüskàra      råpa 
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vi. nirodha-samàpatti (cessation attainment)  

vii. jãvitendriya (vital faculty)  

viii. jàti-lakùaõa (production-characteristic)  

ix. sthiti-lakùaõa (duration-characteristic)  

x. jarà-lakùaõa (deterioration-characteristic)  

xi. anityatà-lakùaõa (impermanence-characteristic)  

xii. nàma-kàya (words)  

xiii. pada-kàya (phrases)  

xiv. vya¤jana-kàya (syllables) 

 

Sarvàstivàda Abhidharma categorizes the jãvitindriya in a new category, 

Cittaviprayuktasaüskhàras, which does not come under the categories of citta, cetasika or 

råpa.  Therefore, the categorization made by the Sarvàstivàdins inspecting on àyu and 

usma found in early Buddhism could be shown as the acceptable modification.   
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