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Svabhava-problematic in the
Abhidharma

Seiki Miyashita

1. The usage of the term svabhava in the early Abhidharma texts.

At first it is noted that the term svabhava (sabhava in Pali) is not
found in the Pali Suttapitaka excepts in comparatively later texts
such as Apadana, and Milindapariha.! The term svabhava was
not used in early Buddhist texts. It was in the Abhidharma text
that the term svabhava came to be used as a technical term of the
Buddhist doctrine. Here I will examine how the term had been
used in early Abhidharma texts.

1.1 The Sangitiparyaya and the Dharmaskandha.

The Sangitiparydaya and the Dharmaskandha are thought to be
the oldest among the Sarvastivada’s Abhidharma texts. In the
Sangitiparyaya the term svabhava is found only at two places.
The first is used to refer to the quality of the dharmas such as
Silavyasana, drstivyasana, Silasampatti, drstisampatti. Its quality
is ista or anista.’ The second is tfatsvabhavaisiya, the fourth of
seven adhikarana-Samatha dharmah. It refers to the personal
character of the accused monk in the Sangha. In the Dharma-
skandha not even a single use of the term svabhava is found.

Now we can know that the term svabhava was not used as
a technical one in the oldest text of the Abhidharma.

*This paper was originally presenrted at the 35th International Congress of Asian and
North African Studies (ICANAS) in Budapest, July 7-12, 1997.

"We can find the only one usage of the term svabhava in Vinaya v. 1, p. 87 : dve 'me
bhikkhave paccaya nagassa sabhavapatukammaya. Here the term sabhava means “one’s
real nature.”

2 Sangitiparyaya (%:5Mei#), ChT26, p. 373¢-374a : kB A%, etc. Cf. Valentina
Stache-Rosen, Dogmatische Begrifesreihen im Alteren Buddhismus II, Das Sangitisitra
und sein Kommentar Sangitiparyaya. Berlin 1968, pp. 57-58.

31bid. p. 440c : Puskas piERZIB.  Cf. Valentina Stache-Rosen, op. cit. p. 187. tassa-
papiyyasika in Pali Vinaya is to be compared. Cf. Vinaya: Cullavagga p. 85.
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1.2 The Vijianakaya, the Dhatukaya and the Prakaranapada.

In the Vijianakaya the term svabhava is used three times. In
every case where the adhipatipratyaya is defined to be all other
dharmas than itself, the term svabhava refers to “dharma itself.”*
However, there are three passages where the phrase “FEEEtEHESEE”
(The ¥ hsing of dharmas do exist.) is stated. In his translation de
La Vallée Poussin suggested that the Chinese term “#” (Asing)
here might be svabhava.’ My interpretation will be given later.

The term svabhava is often found in the Dhdatukaya. Also
here it refers to dharma itself and it is used to state that dharma
such as vedana, etc. is not associated (samprayukta HHJE) with
vedana itself.’ In the seventh chapter of Prakaranapada also the
term is used in the same way, 1. e. as the dharma itself is excluded
from the associated dharmas.’

1.3 The Prajiiaprasthana and the Vasumitrasastra.

There are six places where the term svabhava is used in the
Prajiiaprasthana. In two places the term refers to dharma itself
like the case above." In two other places we find the phrases, “H
M8 (the innate memory) and “He BYAEAE AT (the impurity
and the purity neither increase nor decrease while remaining in the
original state).’ The original Sanskrit of the former may come
from prakrtijatismara, the latter from prakrtistha.”

"Vijranakaya (i), ChT26, p. 547b27, 547¢3, 586al9 : ErEtik—k (all other
dharmas excepting svabhava).

51bid. p.543c9, 544b2, 544c24. Cf. L. de La Vallée Poussin, “La controverse du
Temps et du Pudgala dans le Vijianakaya” In: Etudes Asiatiques, publiées a l'occasion
du vingt-cinquieme anniveraire de I’Ecole Francaise d’Extréme-Orient 1. 1925, p. 367 : “#
#4547 svabhavatah samvidyante ?”

S Dhatukatha (R4 &%), ChT26, pp. 617b-625b : LflfS#HZ (1% (What remains ? It
is vedanasvabhava), etc.

TPrakaranapada (&d8)es), ChT26, pp. 735a-764a: k3t (excepting that sva-
bhava) .

8 Prajiiaprasthana (#%5%), ChT26, p. 919al0 : Aan@tkRutiiEEA#2% (It does not
know svabhava, its associated and coexisting dharmas.) The old translation of Prajia-
prasthana (bTERZ/AEEER), ChT26, p. 773a24 : RMELK. Rudbhik,  Ruiiskds.  Prajia-
prasthana, p. 919al3 : A7 AH:EULHERAE. Old translation, p. 773126 : T#kAA. ikt
k. AN, Prajiiaprasthana, p.921a9 @ —WESMEFEREILAYE. Old translation, p.
TT7a9 @ DTS ER b RERI AR,

9 Ibid. p. 923¢22 and p. 1022a29, b2. Cf. Old translation, p. 778a and p. 904b29.

WCf. AbhidharmakoSabhasya, p. 431.1, and p. 365.21.
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One of the remaining two places refers to the essence of
dharma. There is a question about the svabhava of prahana-
parijiana and the answer is: “3w%01H MR EUKENIEKET— MR SK
B (The svabhava of parijiana means the complete elimination of
raga, dvesa and moha, that is, the complete elimination of all klesas.)"
This is the first usage we have seen so far of svabhdava being used
to mean essence. But we cannot find the term in the correspond-
ing section of the old translation of the Prajiiaprasthana.

Lastly we come to the following phrase : “FéukikE M4 HERLK
AWM B (Dharmas are established and are not in confusion.
They are always settled in svabhava and do not leave svabhava.)'
This usage of the term svabhava is peculiar to the Sarvastivada
Abhidharma doctrine. But here also we can not find the corre-
spondent phrase in the old translation.” There is a gap of over
270 years between A.D. 383 when Sanghadeva made the old
translation of the Prajiaprasthana, and A.D. 657-660 when
Hsiian tsang made his translation of that. It can be said that the
phrase was added to the text after the doctrinal development of
Sarvastivada’s Abhidharma.

We can find the new term svalaksana many times in the
Vasumitrasastra. And also find here the term “H#” which is
thought to be the old translation of svabhava. According to the
Preface to translation, the translators did not have enough time
to revise the translation due to war and other conditions so that
the text remains hard to read.” It is very difficult for us to
understand the terminology of the text.

However, the following line can be seen in the text : “H Bk
H=EHEM”  (Each samskrtadharma  has  svalaksana in  three
periods of time.). The theories of four great masters of Sarvasti-

W Prajiiaprasthana, p. 924cl1-14 : FEBAETRLIGEL. @0 E 2 TUKET UJill’h 7J<F§h
A BT e R kA, CF Old trdn%lauon p 77945 8 Bf. EH.
R, EE. HEERE. RETEAA. 4—‘.~u )

2 1bid . p. 923(:17 24 : Xu""#
ML, JERIR
AL E A B . ("’“mﬁm‘ﬁ%}%‘f 23

¥ The old translation of the Plajnaprasthana p 778d7l 26:
ML AL, NEENEEL, RN AR, I”@/J’J’TJC(ECJP
HMER DUEM, WS, AN W'“”W . UREIERIEE

Y Vasumitrasastra (4541 ), ChT28, pp. 721 808. This text was translated
by Sanghabhtti, Sanghadeva and othexs in A.D.384. See the Preface to the Vasu-
mitrasastra (BEF45) in the catalog of Sttras translated (H=iki4e), ChT55, p. 71, and
the Preface to the Madhyama Agama (H¥&i%%) op. cit. p. 63.

biv
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vada are also found there.” So we can say that this text belongs
just before the Vibhasa.

1.4 The Vibhasa.

The term svabhava appears frequently in the Vibhasa. All
usages that we have seen above are included. There are two
special usages to be noted in the Vibhasa.

In its beginning the Vibhasa states the following : “ff, K2
PRI E YR, B MRINERIR LIS B ¥, — L —E—#PTiR" (Question : What
is the svabhava of abhidharma ? Answer: it is anasrava-prajiia-indriya,
and it is subsumed under one dhatu, one ayatana, one skandha.)'
After giving detailed arguments concerning the svabhava of abhi-
dharma, the Vibhasa states the following : “B#t Htk. B4 HEH,
LUl 44 By PR i, B PRI PR AT S o JAFE TR AH BE S5 R BRRE MR YR S8R 5 44 B B2
FENE” (The svabhava has been said. Now the reason is to be said. Why
is abhidharma named so ? Ahidharmikas have said that it is named
abhidharma because it well and completely discerns dharmalaksanas.)"

The discernment or analysis of dharmas is the essence of
both abhidharma and prajiia. Because they are one in essence,
abhidharma is subsumed under prajiia. This is called “the
subsumption of dharma by svabhava” (svabhavena dharmasam-
grahah.). So we can say that svabhdva here means essence."

However, the question about svabhava here does not con-
cern just its essence. This is because the svabhava of abhidharma
is explained to be prajfia in the answer to the first question, and
then the essence of abhidharma is explained in the answer to
the second question. Therefore, here, svabhava does not simply
mean essence.

The following points are repeated in the Vibhasa. First, a
dharma is not associated with svabhdava, and a dharma cannot

15 Ibid. p. 724b4~19.

S Vibhasa (%), ChT27, p. 2¢23-24. Cf. 2nd old translation of the Vibhassa (¥
BARBEH) , ChT28, p.2c26-28 : [ME. PR MR, ZE. MIRSHEEAR. 3R Ak, st
old translation of the Vibhasa (#E), ChT28, p. 417b3-4 : B, (&b REN. &H. i
U, BRI, R AR

17 1bid. p. 4a12-14. Cf. 2nd old translation, p. 3c4.

ISCf. Ibid. p. 306b-307a. Here is given the detailed arguements of dharmasamgraha.
Also see 2nd old translation, p. 232a-c.
cf. AbhidharmakoSabhasya p. 12.8-12 (ad. 1-18) : sa khalv esa samgraho yatra kvacid
ucyamano veditavyah svabhavena na parabhavena. kim karanam. parabhavaviyogatah.
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know its svabhava. This means that dharmas are separated from
each other. This has been seen in the Dhatukaya, the Prakarana-
pada, and the Prajiiaprasthana.” Second, svabhava of dharma
is same with svalaksana of dharma.” It is true that the term
svabhava has been used to mean essence, but the term svalaksana
more properly means essence. So it is noted in the Vibhasa that
the term svabhava implies the meaning of svalaksana 1:6.
essence. Therefore the term svabhava is used to refer to both the
dharma itself and its essence. Thus dharmas are subsumed under
a more elemntal dharma by the analysis of their essence.

The other special usage of the term svabhava in the Vibhasa
appears in the following argument that all dharmas have their
own established svabhavas. 1t is stated in the Vibhasa : “—¥k
FAEAM” (all dharmas are settled in their own svabhavas.), ““tfEA Y
AR (dharmas are always settled in svabhava and do not leave
svabhava.), and “HHWE" (svalaksana is established.)” In the same
context the term ¥4 (Asing hsiang) also is used as the following :
CEROMERR R A B (svabhavas of dharmas are established and
are not in confusion.),” “FEEERTFEENIE S 2 M, BERARAE AT E
i (When an arhat has eliminated klesas, they are not completely
annihilated. Because there still exist svabhavas of kleSas of the past
and the future.)”

That dharmas have their own established svabhava is the
most important principle for the Sarvastivada’s Abhidharma
doctrine. This is because the theory of dharma’s existence in

19 See notes 6, 7, 8. In Vibhasa everywhere. Cf. 19b26 : B #EAMIME etc. ; 42¢26-27 : R
S PR R IER A RS, ete.

2 Vibhassa, p. 179b3-5 : MIE@M EEAR. &, SR At At . kA ek
B, FEESAE. CFop. 179528, 180c5, 180c29, 196¢25 ; 2nd old translation, p. 135¢27-28 ;
Ist old translation, p. 430b14-15.
Abhidharmakosabhasyatika Tattvartha, Peking ed. To80a7-8 : |acmagd=cijasssy] |x=
Faaa By In SR E Ea 1E &5 A5 WA T A Rg ) ﬂ]E'N'Q'Q"ﬁ'?ﬁQNgNWag\ﬂ]uﬁf{] | Yea s R A LN Ngu‘x}ﬁ'g'a'
AgRh| AYIE RN EN TSRS Aa N

2 Vibhasa, p. 42b1: —4fs. —-WkaHEE. (2nd old trasl. 30c: no corresponding
passage) ; p. 171b1-2 : ke, we AR EtE. (2nd old transl. 127¢ : no correspn-
ding passage) ; p. 394b23-24 : LA B, ARAHEARHE. (2nd old transl. 295a10 : #
WA AR ; 1st old transl. 465c15-16 : —9Ek4 EBARMMN) ; p. 116c19-20 : 7giss [HpE
(2nd old transl. 92b: no corresponding passage) .

22 Ibid. p. 171b4-5 (2nd old transl. 127c: no corresponding passage).
It is difficult to assume the original sanskrit term for #:4H. 1 can show an instance where its
equivalent is svabhava. Sanghabhadra’s Nyayanusarint (JE1ERE), ChT29, p. 394¢2 : i#kit
Hfg ks, This is quoted in Tattvartha To 233bl : &=cafg sas & a@ayEasaagmadqy 3]

% Ibid. p.312c11-12. Also see p. 39al9, p. 51cl0, p. 169al8.




66 Svabhava-problematic in the Abhidharma

three periods of time is maintained on the basis of this principle.
What is meant by the term svabhava here is the constant oneness
of dharma itself and its essence, i.e. the identity of a dharma.

2. The theory of existence of dharmas in three periods of time.
2.1 Initial arguement in the Vijianakaya.

In the Vijianakaya we find the initial argument of the theory of
existence of dharmas in three periods of time. Here Sarvasti-
vadins repeatedly maintain that all objects which have been
cognized exist.* Also they argue that there is no mind which has
non-being as its object. This is because the cognition arises
mainly by two conditions (pratyaya), i.e. the cognizing faculty
(indriya) and the cognized object (alambana) * If the cognized
object does not exist, the cognition does not arise. Future
dharmas and past dharmas are actually cognized. Therefore all
dharmas exist in three periods of time. In short, whatever has
been cognized actually exist.

Pudgalavada maintains that a pudgala is born to a gati after
leaving another gati. The Vijianakaya refutes this by arguing
that the five gatis are established and are not confused with each
other (ZiBrpesz ey HIERL) » 1t is also argued that “#> (Asing) of
dharmas do exist (#&#t:H%4).” The Chinese term “#%” here is
used in almost the same way as svabhava as noted above. As we
have seen, it was in the Vibhdasa that the term svabhava was initia-
lly used to mean the identity of dharmas. For this reason, “#”
cannot be the translation of the term svabhava. This could be the
equivalent of the term bhava which is seen in the Kathavatthu.

2.2 Sarvastivada found in the Kathavatthu.
In the Kathavatthu the arguement that all exist (sabbam-atthiti-

2 Vijianakaya, p. 531b3-5 : #EME, WAL, -
% Ibid . p. 535a8-b9. As for pratyayas, p. 533a22-24:
PEAE DI, PRI A BB, SREEA T R
cf. Mahatanhasankhayasutta, MN 38, vol. 1, p. 259 : yam yad eva bhikkhave paccayam
paticca uppajjatji vifiiianam tena ten’ eva sankham gacchati. cakkhum ca paticca ripe
ca uppajjati vifiianam cakkhuvifiianam tv eva sankham gacchati.
% Ibid . p. 537b4~7 : R ig ARELAE, TR T LA, A R R R
BHR, P PR, Y E e
*"See note 5 above.

SRR, MESE AR
WBY, el R e AR A A

R

UEEPNS




Shin Buddhist Comprehensive Research Institute Annual Memoirs 16 67

katha) is introduced in the following lines :*
paccuppannam ripam nirujjhamanam  paccuppannabhavam
Jahatiti. amanta.
rapabhavam jahatiti. na h’ evam vattabbe.
Does the present form which is going to disappear leave the situa-
tion of the present ? It does.
Does it leave the situation of form ? No, it does not.

rapam ripabhavam na jahatiti. amanta.

ripam niccam dhuvam sassatam aviparin@madhamman ti. na h’
evam vattanotbbe....

Does the form not leave the situation of form ? It does not.

Is the form eternal, firm, permanent, and unchangeable ? No, it is
not.

riipam ripabhavam na jahatiti. ripam aniccam adhuvam vipari-

namadhamman ti.

The form does not leave the situation of form. The form is not

eternal, not firm, impermanent, and changeable.

In undergoing many situations, the situation of form (rapa-
bhava) is not abandoned. Buddhaghosa takes it as khandasa-
bhava?® But in the Kathavatthu itself, the term sabhava was not
used.

The arguement quoted in the Kathavatthu is very similar to
the interpretation of Dharmatrata, one of the four great masters
of Sarvastivadins, and it treats the issue of how the distinctions
of three periods of time are effected, which was not taken up in
the Vijiianakaya. Therefore the arguement of the VijAanakaya
could precedes that in the Kathavatthu. Thus the term “#:”
(hsing) in the Vijianakaya can be the equivalent of bhava.”

3. Conclusion.

In the Vijianakaya Sarvastivadins repeatedly maintain that
whatever has been cognized actually exists . This is because the
cognized object is a cause to bring about the cognition. Dharmas
which are cognized exist with its bha@va and are established

* Kathavatthu p. 120-121.

¥ Kathavatthu Atthakatha, p. 44 : sabbe pi atitadibheda dhamma khandhasa-
bhavam na vijahanti. tasma sabbam atthi yeva nama ti laddhi, seyyathapi etarahi
sabbatthivadanam.
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without confusion.

What is meant by the arguement is simply that form is
always form. In other words, the form, whatever it may be the
future, the present, or the past, can be cognized as a form because
the form always holds the situation of form (r@zpabhava). The
situation of form is a cause, a necessary condition for effecting
the cognition.

This is the identity of dharma. The doctrinal system of Abhi-
dharma can be built only on the basis of dharmas which are settled
in their identities. This was first referred to by the term bhava.
Later, the concept of svabhava came to be used in the Vibhasa.

In addition to the exclusive domination of the concept
svabhava in the later Sarvastivada, we can find the term sva-
bhava having the same meaning in the Astasahasrika Prajia-
paramitd. And it is confirmed in the oldest translation by Loka-
ksema which was made in A.D. 178-189." Therefore it can be said
that the Vibhasa must has been composed before the Lokaksema’s
translation. This would suppot the words in the postscript of
Hstian tsang’s translation of the Vibhasa, which says that the
Vibhasa was composed in Kasmira at the time of the King
Kaniska who is thought to have lived in about the middle of the
2nd Century A.D.

% This can be confirmed by Hsiian tsang’ traslation of AbhidharmakoSabhasya in the
following : AKBh, p.298. 21-22:
svabhavah sarvada casti bhavo nityas ca nesyate/
na ca svabhavad bhavo 'nyo vyaktam iSvaracestitam//
ChT29, p. 105b2-3 :
PR, TSR
PERSBIAESY. LR EAECE
3V Astasahasrika Prajiaparamita, Vaidya’s edition (Asta.) ; Lokaksema’s transl.
ChT8, No. 224 (LK.) ; % #f (Chih ch’ien)’s transl. ChTS$, No. 225 (CC.) ; Kumarajiva’s
transl. ChTS8, No. 227 (KJ.) :
Asta. 5.29-6.6 : ripam eva virahitam rapasvabhavena....
LK. 426b25 : (A,
CC. 479b27 : RafktaARE: ; 479c] : Rtathikea E A
KJ. 538a3 : tapfitath: ; 538a7 : JEEERMEE 1.

(<3

Asta. 13.10 evam asvabhavanam sarvadhrmanam...
LK. 428b4 : mRpaR e,

CC. 481bl1 : %
KJ. 539b12 : —8)#k

]

M.

Asta. 93.8 : ripasvabhavatvat
LK. 441c25: Ak,

CC. 488b8 : M)

KJ. 551bl1 : taj|#t.



