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The conference is on Buddhaghosa, a central figure in the Buddhist Theravāda exegetical 

tradition. The broad objective of the conference is to explore the works of Buddhaghosa, 

discuss and conceptualize his thought, and curate an intellectual image.  

  

Traditionally, a number of works of the tradition are attributed to him: commentaries  

(aṭṭhakathā) on the Pali Nikāyas, commentaries on the Abhidhamma texts like Aṭṭhasālinī and 

an independent treatise Visudhimagga. Buddhaghosa can be seen as implicitly engaging and 

debating with his fellow Buddhist thinkers like Nāgārjuna and Vasubandhu, critiquing the 

positions of rival non-Buddhist schools like Sāṁkhya while creatively using grammarians like  

Pāṇini. Some of these aspects are implicitly present, others are explicitly engaged with while 

some others are only hinted but are not fully fleshed out. The aim of the conference is to present 

and re-present the philosophy of Buddhaghosa from multiple perspectives such as historical, 

conceptual, commentarial.  

  

In the contemporary scholarship, a spectrum of positions can be found regarding the 

contribution of Buddhaghosa to the Buddhist thought. David Kalupahana quoting Rhys Davids 

says that Rhys Davids have said what can be said about him in a few sentences: “Of his talent 

there can be no doubt; it was equaled only by his extraordinary industry. But of originality, of 

independent thought, there is at present no evidence” (2006: 206). Kalupahana further accuses 

Buddhaghosa of adding unnecessary metaphysical elements to the largely empirical teachings 

of the Buddha (ibid: 211-12). Differently, for Heim, Buddhaghosa is one of the greatest minds 

in the history of Buddhism (2014: 4). Jonardon Ganeri sees Buddhaghosa as a “true innovator, 

a pioneer, and a creative thinker” (2018: 72) who moved “between India and Sri Lanka, 

between Sanskrit and Pāli, between Hinduism and Buddhism, in search of a fundamental 



theory of mind” (ibid: 71). These positions evoke complicated ideas and further call upon 

complex sets of questions such as of authenticity with respect to tradition, analysing texts from 

the lens of historicism which brings in the dichotomy of the sacred and the profane, the method 

of the modern reconstruction of ancient texts. Some of these themes are to be explored in this 

conference.  

  

Further, Karunadasa (2010), while writing the rich philosophy of the Abhidhamma tradition, 

seldom takes his name but refers to him as one of the commentators (albeit an important one) 

in the long history of the Abhidhamma tradition. A focus on Buddhaghosa just as a 

commentator would undermine his distinctive contributions to the themes and debates in the 

Buddhist philosophy. Though, Buddhaghosa is a masterful commentator but a commentary is 

not a mere exegetical exercise but involves a creative engagement and reconstruction of the 

original text taking into account the socio-political as well as the inter-textual context (Ganeri 

2011: 116). It is this richness that is to be explored with this conference. The objective is to 

bring out various dimensions of his philosophizing: the conceptual relation with the Pāli 

canonical texts, the intellectual landscape of the time, the reconstruction and reception of his 

work in the modern times.  

  

When concepts are sowed within different frameworks, new thoughts can be reaped from them: 

the objective is an evaluation of his philosophy from the perspective of the classical, the 

colonial, and the contemporary. Framework here refers to a conceptual framework constitutive 

of concepts and its linkages within which a set of ideas and notions are understood, interpreted, 

analysed, and evaluated. Yosef Jabreen (1996) defines a conceptual framework as: “a network, 

or “a plane,” of interlinked concepts that together provide a comprehensive understanding of 

a phenomenon or phenomena. The concepts that constitute a conceptual framework support 

one another, articulate their respective phenomena, and establish a framework-specific 

philosophy. Conceptual frameworks possess ontological, epistemological, and methodological 

assumptions, and each concept within a conceptual framework plays an ontological or 

epistemological role.” Further, it is noted that “A conceptual framework is not merely a 

collection of concepts but, rather, a construct in which each concept plays an integral role.”  

  

A variety of aspects of the thought of Buddhaghosa are to be dealt with like metaphysical, 

epistemological, methodological, ethical: the contributions are to be a mix of descriptive, 



evaluative, and reconstructive. Though, there have been numerous books and conferences 

dedicated to Buddhism in general, there isn't a platform dedicated to a classical Buddhist 

thinker. Thus, the proceedings strives to offer a reconstructive understanding as that of an 

intellectual historian as well as dealing with history of ideas. The study has a bearing on the 

methodology of philosophy as well as methodological issues in doing comparative philosophy.  

  

Aims and Objectives  

  

The proposed seminar aims to critically explore the philosophy and intellectual contributions 

of Buddhaghosa, one of the most influential figures in the Theravāda Buddhist exegetical 

tradition. Although traditionally known as a commentator on the Pāli canonical texts, 

Buddhaghosa’s works represent a sophisticated philosophical engagement with Buddhist 

doctrine, interpretive methodology, and the broader intellectual debates of his time. The 

seminar seeks to revisit and reassess Buddhaghosa’s role not merely as a transmitter of tradition 

but as a thinker who actively interpreted, systematized, and reconstructed Buddhist 

philosophical ideas.  

  

One of the primary objectives of the seminar is to examine the conceptual richness of  

Buddhaghosa’s thought by situating it within the wider intellectual landscape of classical India. 

This includes exploring his implicit and explicit engagements with other Buddhist thinkers 

such as Nāgārjuna and Vasubandhu, as well as his critical interactions with non-Buddhist 

traditions such as Sāṁkhya. Attention will also be given to the intellectual tools and linguistic 

frameworks that informed his work, including the influence of grammatical traditions 

associated with thinkers like Pāṇini.  

  

The seminar also aims to address ongoing debates in contemporary scholarship regarding 

Buddhaghosa’s philosophical originality and contribution. While some scholars view him 

primarily as a commentator who systematized existing teachings, others regard him as a 

creative and innovative thinker who developed a sophisticated theory of mind and 

philosophical method. By bringing together multiple perspectives, the seminar seeks to 

critically evaluate these interpretations and develop a more nuanced understanding of his 

intellectual legacy.  

  



Another important objective is to explore the methodological issues involved in interpreting 

classical philosophical texts. The seminar will examine how Buddhaghosa’s works can be 

understood through different conceptual frameworks, classical, colonial, and contemporary, 

and how these frameworks shape modern reconstructions of Buddhist philosophy.  

  

Further, the objective of the seminar is to develop a reconstructive understanding of 

Buddhaghosa’s philosophical thought by approaching his works through the perspectives of 

intellectual history and the history of ideas. Rather than treating his writings merely as 

traditional commentaries, the seminar aims to examine them as intellectually rich texts that 

participate in broader philosophical debates and conceptual developments within the Buddhist 

tradition and the wider Indian philosophical milieu.  

  

Overall, the seminar intends to foster a deeper engagement with Buddhaghosa’s philosophy by 

integrating historical, conceptual, and methodological perspectives. It aims to contribute to the 

broader study of Buddhist philosophy, intellectual history, and comparative philosophy by 

highlighting the richness and relevance of Buddhaghosa’s thought.  

  

Significance of the Seminar  

  

The proposed seminar is significant in that it focuses on Buddhaghosa, one of the most 

influential figures in the Theravāda Buddhist intellectual tradition, whose works played a 

crucial role in shaping the interpretation and transmission of Buddhist philosophy. Despite the 

centrality of his writings, scholarly engagement with Buddhaghosa as a philosopher in his own 

right remains relatively limited. The seminar seeks to address this gap by creating a dedicated 

platform for examining his thought from multiple philosophical and historical perspectives.  

  

One important significance of the seminar lies in its attempt to reassess the philosophical status 

of commentary literature. In many traditions, commentaries are often viewed as secondary or 

merely explanatory texts. However, Buddhaghosa’s works demonstrate that commentary can 

be a creative and intellectually productive activity that reconstructs and systematizes 

philosophical ideas. By examining Buddhaghosa’s interpretive strategies, the seminar will 

highlight how exegetical writing can contribute to the development of philosophical concepts 

and debates.  



  

The seminar is also significant for understanding the intellectual history of Buddhist 

philosophy. Buddhaghosa lived in a period marked by vibrant philosophical interactions 

among various Buddhist and non-Buddhist traditions. His works reveal engagements—both 

implicit and explicit—with other thinkers and schools, including debates concerning 

metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and the theory of mind. Exploring these interactions can 

illuminate the broader intellectual landscape of classical Indian philosophy.  

  

Furthermore, the seminar contributes to contemporary scholarship by bringing together diverse 

approaches to the study of Buddhist thought, including historical, conceptual, and comparative 

perspectives. It encourages critical engagement with modern interpretations of Buddhaghosa, 

ranging from views that portray him as a mere systematizer to those that emphasize his 

originality and philosophical creativity.  

  

Finally, the seminar holds broader methodological significance for the discipline of philosophy. 

By examining how classical texts are interpreted, reconstructed, and situated within different 

conceptual frameworks, it contributes to ongoing discussions about the methods of doing 

philosophy, intellectual history, and comparative philosophy. In this way, the seminar aims to 

deepen our understanding of both Buddhaghosa’s thought and the broader traditions of 

philosophical inquiry in which it is situated.  


