
Buddhist Philology PhD Program Syllabus (BTKD-NY-BUD) 

 

Program Overview and Aims 

The Buddhist Philology PhD Program is rigorous but flexible. Since the number of applicants is 
usually low, the training is usually customised to fit the students' immediate topic of interest and 
needs, and fine-tuned according to their particular strengths and weaknesses carried over from 
their previous degrees.   

 

Knowledge 

Students will acquire comprehensive knowledge of Buddhist canonical and exegetical literature 
across major traditions (Pāli, Sanskrit, Tibetan, Chinese), mastering at least two of the languages 
classical Buddhist texts were transmitted in, ideas related to textual transmission, manuscript 
traditions, and critical editing methodologies. Next to immersion in textual criticism, they will 
develop expertise in Buddhist religious thought, doctrinal developments, intercultural 
relationships across historical periods and linguistic boundaries, and they will become able to 
participate in international scholarly discourse on the topic of their choice in particular and 
Buddhist Studies broadly defined.  

 

Skills 

Students will demonstrate advanced proficiency in reading, translating, and analysing Buddhist 
texts in original languages, applying rigorous textual and higher criticism. Should the material they 
wish to focus on is unedited, they will master the process usually termed as critical edition, its 
preparation and presentation, textual reconstruction techniques, and the apposite use of digital 
humanities tools for Buddhist studies (including AI-powered tools), while developing scholarly 
writing and presentation capabilities.  

 

Attitude 

Students will cultivate intellectual rigor, philological precision, and respect for textual traditions 
while maintaining a critical distance. They will develop collaborative approaches to scholarship, 
interdisciplinary openness, and ethical awareness regarding cultural heritage and religious 
sensitivities in academic study. Students will demonstrate independent research design, execution, 
and critical evaluation of scholarship. They will take responsibility for advancing the field through 
original contributions, mentoring junior scholars, and engaging with Buddhist communities and 
institutions in culturally sensitive and intellectually stimulating ways. 



 

Course description 

 

BTKD-NY-BUD-1 Buddhist Philology 1. 

This unit is reserved for the discovery of Western textual criticism (Biblical, Greek, Latin), its 
historical background, development, basic ideas, terminology, problems, and current status. The 
primary aims of this discovery are to provide a solid foundation for the intellectual debate 
surrounding editing sacred and worldly texts, to identify what exactly maturing Buddhist philology 
may learn from this already highly advanced discipline and what innovations it might be able to 
bring to the table (for example the idea of ‘open’ texts or text-families such as sūtras).  

BTKD-NY-BUD-2 Buddhist Philology 2. 

Building upon Buddhist Philology 1, this unit provides an in-depth exploration of critical edition 
and textual criticism. We discuss the principles of stemmatic analysis and their possible 
application for materials chosen for a paradigm, questions of manuscript collation and apparatus 
construction, the use of digital tools for textual criticism, the relative merits of diplomatic vs. 
critical editions, issues of paleography and codicology that might affect transmission, as well as the 
ethical issues in editing sacred texts.  
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BTKD-NY-BUD-3 Buddhist Philology 3. 

In this unit, we aim to put into practice the principles and ideas absorbed in the previous two 
courses. Allowing for personal interests among the candidates, we select a text that has either not 
yet been edited or has been edited in a way that invites critical reassessment. As a case study for 
editing sacred texts, we examine selected chapters from the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa, now available in 
Sanskrit, a Tibetan translation, and three Chinese translations. We read the text carefully, 
exploring possible textual issues in the Sanskrit (which also serves as a case study for editing a 
codex unicus), examining solutions adopted by the ancient translators, but focusing first and 
foremost on the fluid nature of such texts, which evolved over time. 
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BTKD-NY-BUD-4 Buddhist Philology 4. 

For the genre of texts that have a more stable transmission history, we examine the two epistles 
attributed to Nāgārjuna: the Suhṛllekha and the Ratnāvalī. Both texts are now available in the 
original Sanskrit, a Tibetan translation, and four Chinese translations. We read carefully, weighing 
all variants and interpretive possibilities, as well as the testimony provided by the commentaries 
and translations, which naturally present their own textual challenges. These courses (3-4) 
embody the philologist's cardinal principle: textual criticism is learned by doing. The proof of the 
pudding is in the eating, and only by wrestling with actual manuscripts, weighing genuine 
variants, and reconstructing textual histories can abstract methodology become internalised skill. 
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BTKD-NY-BUD-5 Buddhist Philology 5. 

This course explores the sophisticated hermeneutical vocabulary and exegetical techniques 
developed by Buddhist commentators across linguistic traditions, all stemming from the Indic 
śāstric blueprint. Students will examine the technical terminology of Indian scholastic 
interpretation and trace how these categories shaped doctrinal debate and textual understanding. 
We analyze concrete exegetical strategies: how commentators resolve apparent contradictions, 
reconcile scriptural passages with philosophical positions, employ etymology and grammatical 
analysis, and deploy citation practices to establish textual authority. Special attention is paid to the 
intersection of linguistic analysis and doctrinal interpretation, examining how Buddhist 
scholastics borrowed from and transformed Brahmanical Mīmāṃsā hermeneutics while 
developing distinctive approaches to scripture. Through close reading of representative 
commentaries—from Prajñākaramati's Bodhicaryāvatārapañjikā, Rāmapāla's Sekanirdeśapañjikā 
and beyond—students gain practical facility with the interpretive frameworks that have shaped 
Buddhist textual traditions. 
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BTKD-NY-BUD-6 Buddhist Philology 6. 

Building upon the above, in this course we examine what may be seen as “philology” in Buddhist 
exegesis. How did commentators deal with the facts of variant readings, incorrect textual 
transmission, and what kind of terminology they devised and employed? Turning to Tibetan 
exegesis, we explore how Tibetan authorities dealt with issues of translation, local transmissions, 
and scholasticism in a changed environment.  
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BTKD-NY-BUD-7 Buddhist Philology 7. 

This unit provides an in-depth review of Buddhist manuscript traditions and collections. Starting 
from the Gāndhārī corpus, through the manuscript hoards recovered from the Silk Roads, East 
Asia, and the Gilgit region, we turn to the mediaeval corpora preserved in Nepal and Tibet. We 
explore in detail issues of codicology, palaeography, indigenous and modern preservation, 
practices of digital archival and access.  
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BTKD-NY-BUD-8 Buddhist Philology 8. 

We have now witnessed two revolutions in information processing in a lifetime: the advent of the 
digital age and the rise of artificial intelligence. These two events have introduced fundamental 
changes to every aspect of life, and they are transforming philological work as well. In this unit we 
explore the opportunities, tools, and best practices that this technological transformation offers to 
Buddhist textual scholarship, from digital manuscript repositories and optical character 
recognition to computational text analysis and machine learning applications for paleography and 
translation. Students will gain hands-on experience with essential digital resources (CBETA, 
GRETIL, Tibetan Buddhist Canon resources), learn to employ text encoding standards, and 
critically evaluate how AI-assisted tools can aid—and potentially complicate—tasks such as 
collation, pattern recognition, and linguistic analysis. Ultimately, this course prepares philologists 
to harness computational power while maintaining the rigor, nuance, and cultural sensitivity that 
Buddhist textual traditions demand. Our school has direct access to the developers of 
Dharmamitra, the foremost custom-designed tool for Buddhist textual scholarship and this 
provides us with a significant opportunity to become not only passive users but to take an active 
part in its development.  
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