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Chapter Two: An Analysis of Doers and Deeds 
 

sÑƒt> kark> kmR sÑƒt< n kraeTyy< , 
sadbhŸta• kŠraka• karma sadbhŸtaˆ na karotyayaˆ  |  

karkae naPysÑƒt> kmaRsÑƒtmIhte . 1 
kŠrako nŠpyasadbhŸta• karmŠsadbhŸtamŽhate  || 1 

 
8.1 

One who is really a doer 
Could never do 

That which is really a deed 
 

And one who is really a non-doer 
Could never do that 
Which is not a deed 

 
In this chapter, Arya Nagarjuna moves from a discussion of the emptiness of 
things or objects outside of ourselves (“phenomena,” objects, or the “parts of a 
person” -- “mine”) to the emptiness of the self (“person” or subjects -- “me”).  While 
it may be that the outside world is empty of any true existence and exists only by 
virtue of being conceptualized and labelled, what about the subject that does the 
labelling?  Surely it must really exist! 
 
The issue of whether there is a truly existing person or subject (a “me”) is here  
framed in terms of action – karma or causality.  If there isn’t an actor or doer 
(karaka), who is it that does the action (karma ) that keeps the individual in this 
suffering realm? 
 
An opponent might assert that experiences (pleasant and unpleasant) are produced 
or caused by good or bad actions.  Cause and effect must truly exist, and someone 
who creates the cause and experiences the effect must also truly exist.   In other 
words, karma or action (the “deed”) must have some real, independent existence 
and someone who creates that karma (a “doer”) must also really exist.   
 
In this opening verse, Arya Nagarjuna states one of the conclusions he will prove 
in the subsequent verses:  If there were somone who truly existed (“by definition,” 
essentially) as a doer, he or she would not need to do anything – for they are 
already a “doer.”  And somone who exists essentially as a non-doer could never do 
anything either – for if they did, they’d be a “doer” which would be impossible for 
a truly existing “non-doer.” 
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Chapter Two: An Analysis of Doers and Deeds 
 

sÑƒtSy i³ya naiSt kmR c Syadkt&Rk< , 
sadbhŸtasya kriyŠ nŠsti karma ca syŠdakartŒkaˆ  | 

sÑƒtSy i³ya naiSt ktaR c SyadkmRka> . 2 
sadbhŸtasya kriyŠ nŠsti kartŠ ca syŠdakarmakŠ•  || 2 

 
8.2 

For that which really is, 
The doing can’t exist 

Or else you’d have a deed 
Without a doer 

 
For that which really is, 

The doing can’t exist 
Or else you’d have a doer 

Without a deed 
 

If there were someone who existed essentially, truly, independently as a “doer” – 
let’s say someone who was essentially  a “surfer” – they would be so because they 
presumably have surfed  and are thereafter somehow permanently conjoined to 
and defined by that action.  Were there such a “surfer,” he or she would never need 
to surf again (being somehow permanently and unchangingly conjoined to the 
action of surfing which defines him or her as a “surfer”).   
 
So, in such a case, it would be unnecessary for a surfer to surf to be a “surfer.”  
“That which is already an agent in virtue of performing an action,” writes Je 
Tsongkapa, “now does not have another action to perform in order to become an 
agent.”   
 
And without a surfer surfing, there could be an act called “surfing” that wasn’t 
done by a “surfer” (for “surfers” wouldn’t surf). 
 
A truly existent “surfer” and a truly existent “surfing” would exist independently 
and separable from one another.  There could then be an actor who existed apart 
from the action that defined him or her as the actor, and an action that existed 
apart from the actor – a “doer without a deed” and a “deed without a doer.” 
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Chapter Two: An Analysis of Doers and Deeds 
 

kraeit y*sÑƒtae =sÑƒt< kmR kark> , 
karoti yadyasadbhŸto 'sadbhŸtaˆ karma kŠraka•  |  

Ahetuk< ÉveTkmR ktaR cahetukae Évet! . 3 
ahetukaˆ bhavetkarma kartŠ cŠhetuko bhavet  || 3  

 
8.3 

But if he was not a doer 
And he did that which wasn’t a deed, 

There’d be no cause for the deed 
And no cause for the doer either. 

 
So there can’t be a truly existing doer (an essentially existing and therefore 
unchanging “surfer”) who, existing separately from the truly existing act, does a 
truly existing act like surfing.   Were this the case, the very doing of the act would 
change the unchanging doer – going surfing would, in this case, make the “surfer” 
something other than who they (unchangingly and essentially) are, which is a 
“surfer.”   
 
It seems equally impossible to have a “surfer” without there ever having been a 
time when they were not a “surfer” and then somehow became a “surfer” by 
surfing.  But in that case there would be “surfing” done by a “non-surfer,” an 
action separable from the actor who does the action.  
 
 If they were not already a “surfer,” how could they ever become one?  Someone 
who really was a “non-surfer” could never become a “surfer” by surfing.  Apples 
don’t become oranges, no matter what you do to them.   
 
Having established that a truly existent “surfer” would never surf, and a truly 
existing action called “surfing” could not exist apart from an surfer, Arya 
Nagarjuna now just notes that it also makes no sense to say that were there not a 
doer (a surfer) who did something (surfed), there would be nothing that brought 
about the deed (there can be no “surfing” without a surfer) and “no cause for the 
doer either” (i.e., there would be no one we could call a “surfer” until and unless 
they surfed). 
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Chapter Two: An Analysis of Doers and Deeds 
 

hetavsit kay¡ c kar[< c n iv*te , 
hetŠvasati kŠryaˆ ca kŠra‘aˆ ca na vidyate  |  

tdÉave i³ya ktaR kr[< c n iv*te . 4 
tadabhŠve kriyŠ kartŠ kara‘aˆ ca na vidyate  || 4  

 
8.4 

If in fact there was no cause 
Then the result and cause as well 

Would be impossible 
 

And if these things do not exist 
The deed, the doer, and the doing 

Are all illogical 
 
If there was no cause to things – if doers and deeds, surfers and surfing, existed 
independently and were not brought into existence by each other – there would be 
neither results (for a result is something brought about by a cause) nor causes (for 
without a result brought about, it makes no sense to say that something is a 
“cause”).  
 
A surfer becomes such by surfing, and surfing comes into being when done by a 
surfer.  Were this not the case, there would be no results – a “surfer” who comes 
into existence by “surfing”; and an activity called “surfing” brought about when 
done by a “surfer.”   
 
And there couldn’t be “causes” were there no results.  If there were no surfers 
brought about by surfing, how could there be surfing (the purpose of which is bring 
about “surfers”)?  And if there were no surfing brought about by surfers, how could 
there be surfers? 
 
So, Arya Nagarjuna points out, if the deed, the doer, and the doing – surfing, the 
surfer, and the going surfing – are extracted from the web of cause and effect, none 
of them makes any sense at all. 
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xmaRxmaER n iv*ete i³yadInams<Éve , 
dharmŠdharmau na vidyete kriyŠdŽnŠmasambhave  | 

xmeR casTyxmeR c )l< t¾< n iv*te . 5 
dharme cŠsatyadharme ca phalaˆ tajjaˆ na vidyate  || 5  

 
 

8.5 
If we establish deeds and such 

To be illogical, then there could be 
No right action and no wrong. 

 
If right or wrong acts don’t exist 

Then there’d be no results 
Which come from doing them. 

 
 
And if we say that deeds and doers truly exist, that is, separable and independent 
of the process of cause and effect, then the whole edifice of morality crumbles:  there 
is no “right action” (dharma) or “wrong action” (adharma) because there would be 
no necessary connection between the doer and the deeds he or she does.   
 
Arya Nagarjuna here begins to turn an implicit opponent’s objection completely 
around.  For one might argue that there must be real, truly existing actors and 
actions because of the moral law of karma – an action done, positive or negative, 
will have a similar effect on the actor who did that action, and therefore actions 
and actors truly exist.  The law of karma seems to prove their true existence!   
 
But as a result of the analyses of the last several verses, Arya Nagarjuna can now 
turn this argument inside out:  If actors and actions truly existed, there would be 
no possiblity for a law of karma, for actors and actions, doers and deeds, would 
exist independently of one another. 
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)le =sit n mae]ay n SvgaRyaepp*te , 
phale 'sati na mok–Šya na svargŠyopapadyate  | 

magR> svRi³ya[a< c nErwRKy< àsJyte . 6 
mŠrga• sarvakriyŠ‘Šˆ ca nairarthakyaˆ prasajyate  || 6  

 
8.6 

With no results, you couldn’t prove 
A path that leads to higher births 

Or one that makes us free— 
 

Then you’d be saying 
There’s no point at all 

In any deeds at all. 
 

Driving the point home, Arya Nagarjuna notes that if there were no necessary 
results following from good or bad deeds which acted as causes for those results, 
then there would be no point to a religious life at all.  There would be no way to 
improve oneself within samsara by following a path that would lead to the 
“higher” rebirths (as a human or pleasure being in a heaven), nor would there be a 
path that would lead out of suffering altogether.   
 
This kind of hopelessness and nihilism would be, our author argues, the 
consequence not of understanding the emptiness of doer and deed, but rather of 
positing the self -existence of doer and deed.   
 
So in another interesting and unexpected turn, Arya Nagarjuna is saying that it is 
precisely our ignorance about actors and actions (thinking that they have some 
kind of self-existence they do not and cannot have) that makes it possible for us to 
deny a necessary connection between them.  Belief in self-existence leads to amoral 
or immoral behavior!   
 
As one commentator puts it, “It is ironical that it is the urge to guarantee more 
reality and significance for ourselves than emptiness appears to allow that leads 
to a view of life as perfectly impossible and pointless. . . . Only in the context of 
emptiness – what might appear to be the greatest threat to meaningfulness – can a 
meaningful life be understood.” 
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kark> sdsÑƒt> sdsTk…éte n tt! , 
kŠraka• sadasadbhŸta• sadasatkurute na tat  | 

prSprivéÏ< ih s½as½Ekt> k…t> . 7 
parasparaviruddhaˆ hi saccŠsaccaikata• kuta•  || 7  

 
8.7 

One who both was and wasn’t a doer 
Couldn’t do that which was and wasn’t 

“Is” and “is not” are mutually exclusive; 
How could a single thing ever be both? 

 
This verse returns to the dilemma of doer and deeds.  To summarize so far:   
 
First, a truly existing doer could not bring about a truly existing deed, for as we 
have seen, “truly existent” means separable and independent, and therefore not in 
any kind of cause and effect relationship.  One truly existing thing cannot bring 
about another, because they both would already exist. 
 
Second, Arya Nagarjuna also has noted above that it would make no sense to say 
that doers and deeds existed outside of the causality either, for that would result 
in the non-existence of both cause and effect, the doer and deed.  Again, if there 
were no surfers brought about by surfing, how could there be surfing?  And if there 
were no surfing brought about by surfers, how could there be surfers?  So here, Arya 
Nagarjuna is pointing out that if doers and deeds did not bring about one another, 
how could they exist? 
 
So it’s not possible for a truly existent doer (a “surfer” who doesn’t surf) to do a 
truly existent deed (“surfing” that isn’t done by a surfer), nor for a non-existent 
doer (a “non-surfer”) to do a non-existent deed (like “surfing” that isn’t done by a 
surfer).   
 
In this verse he rejects another possibility.  Someone can’t be both  a doer (surfer) 
and non-doer (non-surfer) at the same time, and the deed can’t be both  existing 
(surfing) and non-existing (surfing that isn’t done by a surfer) at the same time.  
This is the law of non-contradiction or parasparaviruddha  in the Sanskrit. 
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sta c i³yte nasÚasta i³yte c st! , 
satŠ ca kriyate nŠsannŠsatŠ kriyate ca sat  | 

kÇaR sveR àsJyNte dae;aStÇ t @v ih . 8 
kartrŠ sarve prasajyante do–Šstatra ta eva hi  || 8 

 
8.8 

One who is really a doer 
Could never do 

That which is not a deed 
 

Neither could one who was not 
Ever do that which really is 

 
Here as well you’d run into 

The same problem as before 
 

Arya Nagarjuna here eliminates some more (theoretical) possibilities:  a truly 
existent doer – i.e., somebody who, by definition, does something – could never not 
do something, for it is by the doing of a particular act (surfing) that makes the 
particular actor who he or she is (a surfer).  Reversing the notion explored above 
that a truly existing “surfer” would never need to surf to be a “surfer,” Arya 
Nagarjuna here points out that there would also be no meaning in calling a person 
a “surfer” (in the kind of essentialistic way we’re thinking about it here) if he or 
she ever stopped surfing and did something else.  How could a “surfer” still be a 
“surfer” if they were to stop surfing and take a shower, have some breakfast, go to 
work, etc.? 
 
Nor does it make any sense to say that someone who was essentially a non-doer of 
some deed (a non-surfer) could ever do the deed (surf).  A non-surfer is by definition 
someone who doesn’t surf.  A truly existing “non-surfer” could never surf! 
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nasÑƒt< n sÑƒt> sdsÑƒtmev va , 
nŠsadbhŸtaˆ na sadbhŸta• sadasadbhŸtameva vŠ  | 

kraeit kark> kmR pUvaeR Érev hetuiÉ> . 9 
karoti kŠraka• karma pŸrvoktaireva hetubhi•  || 9  

 
8.9 

You can’t have 
One who is a doer 
Together with that 
Which is not a deed 

 
Because, as I’ve said before, 

An “is” cannot function 
Towards something that “is not” 

 
A truly existing doer does not do something which is not a deed – a “surfer” does 
not also “not surf”, for that would mean they could be something and not be that 
something at the same time.  Nor could an actor do something that both is and is 
not a action – a “surfer” does not both surf and not surf at the same time.    
 
Arya Nagarjuna is here and in the next, calling up the law of non-contradiction he 
already invoked in the seventh verse: one thing can’t be itself and also its opposite. 
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nasÑƒtae =ip sÑƒt< sdœsÑƒtmev va , 

nŠsadbhŸto 'pi sadbhŸtaˆ sadsadbhŸtameva vŠ  | 

kraeit kark> kmR pUvaeR Érev hetuiÉ> . 10 
karoti kŠraka• karma pŸrvoktaireva hetubhi•  || 10  

 
8.10 

You can’t have 
One who’s not a doer 

Together with that 
Which is a deed 

 
 

Because, as I’ve said before, 
An “is” cannot function 

Towards something that “is not” 
 

 
Nor could one who truly exists as a non-doer (a non-surfer) ever do a deed (surf), 
nor could a non-doer do something that wasn’t a deed for that matter.  Same law 
of non-contradiction involved here. 
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kraeit sdsÑƒtae n sÚas½ kark> , 

karoti sadasadbhŸto na sannŠsacca kŠraka•  | 

kmR tÄu ivjanIyaTpUvaeR Érev hetuiÉ> . 11 
karma tattu vijŠnŽyŠtpŸrvoktaireva hetubhi•  || 11  

 
8.11 

You couldn’t have one 
Both a doer and not 
Together with that 

Both a deed and not 
For the same reasons I have 

Previously explained. 
 

 
Final application of the law of non-contradiction:  One who was (impossibly) 
both  a doer and a non-doer (a surfer and a non-surfer) could not do what was 
both  and action and a non-action (surfing and not surfing).  
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àtITy kark> kmR t< àtITy c kark< , 
pratŽtya kŠraka• karma taˆ pratŽtya ca kŠrakaˆ  |  

kmR àvtRte naNyTpZyam> isiÏkar[< . 12 
karma pravartate nŠnyatpa•yŠma• siddhikŠra‘aˆ  || 12  

 
8.12 

The doer must depend on the deed 
And the deed on this same doer 

And apart from occurring in dependence 
You won’t see a cause for anything 

 
So here’s the bottom line.  A doer (“surfer”) must depend on the deed (“surfing”) 
that defines the doer as the doer.  But the deed (“surfing”) also depends on the doer 
who does the deed (a “surfer”).  Neither can exist before the other, and neither can 
exist independently of the other. 
 
They do exist, however.  Doer and deed both exist in mutual interdependence.  And 
they are empty of existing in any way other than that. 
 
Let’s review.  One cannot really  cause the other, for that would assume the 
independent existence of one or another.  If a surfer brought about the activity of 
surfing, he or she would have to exist as a surfer before the surfing that he or she 
did.  And if there was a self-existent activity of surfing that made people who did 
that activity surfers, then there would have to be surfing before there were surfers.  
Doer and deed, agent and action, surfer and surfing cannot exist one before the 
other and so one can’t really be causing the other. 
 
And there also can’t be a simultaneously self-existent doer and deed either, for that 
also would require either that the two things were identical or that they were 
different and separable and therefore that both already existed already.  Surfers 
and surfing are not identical, and there is no sense in saying that there could be a 
surfer without the activity of surfing and vice versa. 
 
The mutually interdependent relationship between doer and deed, surfer and 
surfing, is projected onto them by our mind.  There is a connection between the two, 
but that connection does not exist “out there” somewhere.  And that’s why there 
could be doer and deed, surfer and surfing.  Were these things not  empty, they 
would be impossible. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

25 

Chapter Two: An Analysis of Doers and Deeds 
 

@v< iv*aÊpadan< VyuTsgaRidit kmR[> , 
evaˆ vidyŠdupŠdŠnaˆ vyutsargŠditi karma‘a•  |  

ktuRí kmRkt&R_ya< ze;an! Éavan! ivÉavyet! . 13 
kartu•ca karmakartŒbhyŠˆ •e–Šn bhŠvŠn vibhŠvayet  || 13 

 
8.13 

Since we’ve eliminated deeds and their doers 
Now apply that to substantial causes as well 

Through understanding doers and their deeds 
You can figure out all other working things. 

 
Arya Nagarjuna says here that the “elimination of deeds and their doers,” that is, 
the proof in this chapter of the impossibility of any self-nature or independent 
existence of either, also applies to all the “substantial causes as well.”  The word 
translated here as “substantial causes” is upadana, often rendered as “grasping,” 
“attachment,” or “appropriation.”   
 
The  ignorant “grasping” to the idea of self-existence to things, according to the 
Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination, is the immediate or substantial cause 
to “ becoming” (bhava) which in turn leads to “birth” and “old age and death.”  
This cycle can be broken only through a deep understanding of the emptiness of all 
things that are like doers and deeds. 
 
All other “working things” (things that do something, that function) are pairs 
that are involved in the same kind of mutually dependent relationship as “doers 
and deeds.”   Creators and that which they create, movers and the act of moving, 
seers and that which they see – they all exist in exactly the same way.  They exist 
only through the mind imposing or imputing a relationship of mutual dependence 
on the two elements.  They come into existence when the mind draws that 
relationship of mutual dependence, a relationship which is not there until the 
mind imputes it.   
 
All forms of subjectivity (“doers,” “surfers,” “seers”) do not exist independently but 
only dependently.  Subjects are as empty of self-existence as objects. 
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Meditation for Class Two:  An Analysis of Doers and Deeds 
 
 
Let’s investigate first who we think we are.  Who is the person we call “me”?   
 
Who is this person now, in this present moment? 
 
Isn’t what we call “me” just the sum of everything we think we were, of all our past 
experiences?   If so, we are, one could say, our karma – the deeds we did and the 
seeds those deeds planted, both consciously and unconsciously.  The actor is defined 
by the actions the actor does, right? 
 
But where is that karma that defines us stored?  Where is it located?  Who has it?  If 
we are defined by our actions, where exactly is the actor?  Where is the person that 
is defined by his or her karma?   
 
Is there a “me” apart or separable from the deeds that define me?  Could we be 
ourselves before doing what we did?  Could there be a you before the deeds that 
define you were done by you?    
 
Where is the person that could exist before the activity that makes that person 
possible?   
 
And what about the actions that define you?  Could there be an activity, a deed, a 
karmic action that wasn’t done by somebody?  Were those actions just there waiting 
to be done by you?  Did the actions that define you exist before they were done by 
you?   
 
Wouldn’t that also be impossible? 
 
So now we have to rethink how we look at things.  The whole entire thing -- the 
doer, the doing, and the deed; the planter of the karma, the planting of the karma 
and the karma itself – it’s all just one big mental image.   
 
There is a doer and a deed; there is cause and effect.  But it exists only as a 
projection.  There is an appearance cause and effect.  And this is how it is possible for 
“you” to create karma and to be the karma you created.  Actor and action exist only 
in mutual interdependence.  And they could not exist in any other way. 
 
Cause and effect can only work because they do not exist the way they seem.  There 
can’t be a doer with the deed, and there can’t be a deed without a doer.   


