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Sīvaka Sutta
The Discourse to Sīvaka
[Not everything is due to karma]
(Sayutta Nikya 36.21)
Translated & annotated by Piya Tan ©2003

Introduction
(1) Ancient Indian medicine
The main purpose of this sutta is to refute the wrong view that “everything is due to past karma” (pubbaka,hetu,vda), a form of determinism that has been criticized and refuted in various ways by the Buddha, eg Devadaha S (M 101/2:214-223) where it is ascribed to the Jains, and Titth’yatana S (A 3.61/1:173 f).
This sutta is also one of the earliest historical references to ancient Indian medicine. It lists eight causes of bodily suffering in answer to a question posed by Sīvaka, probably a wanderer who was also a healer or doctor. These eight causes are also found in the Samaa-m-acala Sutta I (A 4.87.5/2:87), the (bdhika) Girimnanda Sutta (A 10.60.7/5:110) and the (Samaa) Sukhumla Sutta (A 5.104/ 3:131). In the last sutta, one who is disease-free is said to be one free from these 8 causes (cf Nm 370). In the Milinda,pañha (Miln 134 f), Ngasena discusses the 8 causes of suffering in the context of the Buddha’s lack of moral vice. All this attests to the early history of this aetiology.
The first four of these causes—the three peccant (illness-bringing) humours and their combination—are central to yurveda medical aetiology. The first three humours (doa) In early Western physiology, current until the Middle Ages, humour (Latin “moisture”) refers to one of the 4 fluids of the body that were thought to determine a person’s temperament and features. The 4 cardinal humours were blood, phlegm, choler (yellow bile) and melancholy (black bile). The variant mixtures of these humours in different persons determine their “complexions,” or “temperaments,” their physical and mental qualities, and their disposition. The ideal person had an ideal balance of the four. A predominance of one produced a person who was sanguine (Latin sanguis, “blood”), phlegmatic, choleric or melancholic. (From Encyclopaedia Britannica, Micropaedia, 15th ed.) are the tri,doa of yuvedic medicine (see Zysk 1998:29 f).
They are also a prominent aspect of the Mahyna medicinal philosophy and healing (Zysk 1998 ch 4). While these four causes are internal, the last four are external cause of bodily suffering.
Cause no. 7 –“assault” (opakkamikni)—is of special interest here. It is also translated as “external agency”, but the Pali forms upakkama, opakkama, opakkamika, and the Sanskrit upakrama (from upa- and √kram, to stride) have the primary meaning of “attacking suddenly.” As such, Zysk thinks 

it therefore could be equivalent to the gantu, or external, category of disease causation in Indian medicine. According to the yurvedic medical tradition, gantu causes are generally violent and traumatic and involve injury to the body. Caraka Sahita Sūtrasthna 20.3; Suruta Sahit Sūtrasthna 1.24 f.										(Zysk 1998:30)

	It should be understood here that although the Buddha declares that karma is not the only cause of one’s sufferings, it is clear from his teachings that karma can have a strong influence on how one is affected or not affected by any of these causes of suffering. The feelings referred to in this sutta is that of a narrower sense of physical pain, not the usual broader sense of pleasurable, painful and neutral feeling.

(2) The 5 Natural Orders
The theme of the Sīvaka Sutta is that karma is not the only cause of bodily suffering. The Commentaries mention the five natural orders (pañca,niyma), of which karma is only one. These natural orders govern the physical phenomena within and without a human being as well as his conscious processes. The five natural orders are as follows (DA 2:432; DhsA 272):
	The laws of energy (utu,niyma), lit “the order of heat,” includes both heat and cold (temperature). It causes changes in one’s body, such as ageing and illness, and in the external world, such as the climate, the seasons, the weather, and rains with characteristic regularity. This category would include the great corpus of laws of physics.
	The laws of heredity (bīja,niyma), lit “the order of seeds,” concern the physical organic order, and account for the fact of resemblance (genetics). They explain such things as how rice seeds produce rice, how sugary taste comes from sugar-cane or honey, and the peculiar characteristics of certain fruits. The scientific theories of cells and genes, and the physical similarities of twins also come under this purview.
	The laws of karma (kamma,niyma), ie “the order of volition (or will),” concerns all actions, past, present and future, in the form of thought, word and deed, and carries the potentiality of producing effects. Some of these effects appear as thoughts, material forms, personality and environment that often are of the nature that appear to be dissimilar to their causes. As a result of such mental and physical events, there arise in one some other thoughts to do various things. This means that whatever is the effect of some cause may itself become a cause of other effects. It is on this basis that we speak of present actions as determining future results, whether it be in pleasant places such as the heavens, or unpleasant places such as the hells, or as liberation from suffering.
	The laws of conscious processes (citta,niyma), lit “the order of thought,” deal with the orderly sequence of the process of cognition. Thoughts control speech and action and contribute to mental and physical health and ill-health. This process however does not deny the possibility of one’s having to choose between competing and conflicting thoughts: a person can choose to act either in a moral or an immoral way. Even then, he is conditioning his thoughts, speech or action. Psychic phenomena such as telepathy, teleportation, telekinesis, telesthesia, retrocognition, premonition, clairvoyance, clairaudience, materialization and thought-reading all come under this category.
	The laws of nature (dhamma,niyma) deal with certain events connected with nature, such as the natural phenomena occurring at the birth, during the life and at the death of Buddhas. It includes the “act of truth” or asseveration (sacca,kiriya), and also gravity, instincts, plant tropisms and nature itself.															(DA 2:432; DhsA 272)




—   —   —



The Discourse to Sīvaka
(S 36.21/4:230 f)
[230]
At one time, the Blessed One was staying at the Squirrel’s Feeding Ground near Rjagaha.
Then the wanderer Moliya Sīvaka	 Comy: His name is Sīvaka, but because he has a topknot (cū), he is called moiya [a syn for cū] (SA 3:81). approached the Blessed One, saluted him, and having exchanged greetings, sat down at one side.
Sitting thus at one side, the wanderer Moliya Sīvaka said this to the Blessed One:
	“There are, master Gotama, some recluses and brahmins who teach such a teaching, who hold such a view: ‘Whatever a person feels, whether it is pleasurable, painful or neutral, all that is due to past deeds.’	 The view that everything is due to past karma (pubbaka,hetu,vda) is often criticized and refuted in various ways by the Buddha, eg Devadaha S (M 101/2:214-223) where it is ascribed to the Jains, and Titth’yatana S (A 3.61/1:173 f). But what does the master Gotama say regarding this?”
4a	(1) “Now, Sīvaka, there are some feelings here that arise due to bile disorders (pitta,samuhnni).	 Symptoms of bile disorders include nervousness and excitement suggesting that one has emotional and neurotic problems. That some feelings arise from bile disorders, Sīvaka, one should know this for oneself, and Sīvaka it is a common truth in the world,	 “Common truth in the world,” lokassa…sacca.sammata, lit “the world’s conventional truth”. too, that some feelings arise from bile disorders.
4b	Now, Sīvaka, when those recluses and brahmins teach such a teaching, who hold such a view: ‘Whatever a person feels, whether it is pleasurable, painful or neutral, all that is due to past deeds’—they deviate from	 “They deviate from,” atidhvanti, also “run past, transgress, go too far” (CPD). what one should know for oneself, and from the common truth in the world. Therefore, I say that these recluses and brahmins are wrong.
5	(2) Now, Sīvaka, there are some feelings here that arise due to phlegm disorders (semha samuhnni)	 Symptons of phlegm disorders include sluggishness and apathy suggesting that one has depression.…
6	(3) Now, Sīvaka, there are some feelings here that arise due to wind disorders (vta samuhnni)	 Symptoms of wind disorders include hiccup, stitch (brief sharp pain running through the body) and stomache-ache.…
7	(4) Now, Sīvaka, there are some feelings here that arise due to a combination [imbalance of the three] (sanniptikni)…
8	(5) Now, Sīvaka, there are some feelings here that arise due to change in the weather (utu parima,jni)…
9	(6) Now, Sīvaka, there are some feelings here that arise due to improper care [of oneself] (visama,parihra,jni)	 Causes of this include sitting or standing too long, and being bitten by a snake.…
10	(7) Now, Sīvaka, there are some feelings here that arise due to assaults [on oneself by outside agencies] (opakkamikni)	 This suffering may arise from being arrested for crime, being attacked by robbers, etc.; the Buddha’s foot being hurt by a piece of rock.… [231]
11a  (8) Now, Sīvaka, there are some feelings here that arise due to the results of one’s karma (kamma,vipka,jni). That some feelings arise from the results of one’s karma, Sīvaka, one should know this for oneself, and Sīvaka it is the common truth in the world, too, that some feelings arise from the results of one’s karma.
11b	  Now, Sīvaka, when those recluses and brahmins teach such a teaching, who hold such a view: ‘Whatever a person feels, whether it is pleasurable, painful or neutral, all that is due to past deeds’—they deviate from what one should know for oneself, and from the common truth in the world. Therefore, I say that these recluses and brahmins are wrong.”
When the Blessed One has spoken thus, the wanderer Moliya Sīvaka said this to the Blessed One:	
“Excellent, master Gotama! Excellent, Master Gotama! Just as if one were to place upright what had been overturned, or were to reveal what was hidden, or were to show the way to one who was lost, or were to hold up a lamp in the dark so that those with eyes could see forms, in the same way the Blessed One has, in numerous ways, made the Dharma clear. 
	I go to the Blessed One for refuge, to the Dharma, and to the community of monks. May the Blessed One remember me as a lay follower who has gone to him for refuge from this day forth for life.”

							13	Bile, phlegm and wind, too,
								A combination and the weather, too,
								Improper [care] and assault,
								With results of karma as the eighth.


—eva—


Bibliography
Zysk, Kenneth G.
	1982	“Studies in Traditional Indian Medicine in the Pli Canon: Jīvaka and yurveda.” Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 5,1 1982:70-86.
	1998	Asceticism and Healing in Ancient India: Medicine in the Buddhist Monastery. [1991] Corrected ed Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1998.


v1.4
040128

