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Buddhist	studies	in	East	Asian	collections	

With	 some	 variation,	 Buddhist	 studies	 curricula	 typically	 occupy	 one	 of	 three	 roles	with	
regard	to	East	Asian	studies	at	universities	within	the	Unites	States.	In	one	model,	Buddhist	
studies	subsumes	other	aspects	of	East	Asian	cultural	studies	and	foregrounds	pastoral	or	
chaplaincy	training	in	an	otherwise	culturally	oriented	curriculum.	One	typically	finds	this	
model	at	Buddhist	universities	or	seminaries	such	as	Naropa	University,	University	of	the	
West,	 Soka	 University,	 the	 Institute	 of	 Buddhist	 Studies,	 and	 others.	 In	 a	 second	model,	
Buddhist	studies	occupies	a	subdivision	of	religious	studies	and	it	is	typically	explored,	at	
the	 graduate	 level,	 alongside	 other	 traditions	 though	 with	 a	 focus	 on	 a	 single	 regional	
tradition	 of	 Buddhism.	 In	 these	 departments,	 one	 tends	 to	 find	 Buddhist	 studies	 faculty	
supported	by	specialists	in	other,	non-Buddhist	Asian	religions.	In	a	third	model,	Buddhist	
studies	occupies	a	subdivision	of	an	East	Asian	studies	department.	In	this	model,	students	
and	faculty	study	Buddhism	through	a	cultural	lens,	with	a	regional	focus	on	either	China,	
Japan,	or	Korea.	

The	 variety	 of	 these	 models	 means	 that	 librarians	 at	 these	 institutions	 must	 also	
approach	collections	development	with	a	range	of	foci	to	meet	scholarly	and	curricular	needs.	
At	Buddhist	universities	and	seminaries,	collections	tend	to	be	pitched	heavily	in	the	way	of	
Buddhist	studies	with	a	focus	on	Buddhist	training.	These	 libraries	can	include	curricular	
subjects	that	are	integral	to	chaplaincy	work,	such	as	social	justice,	environmental	studies,	
leadership	 studies,	 or	 community	 outreach.	 In	 both	 the	 religious	 studies	 and	 East	 Asian	
studies	departmental	models,	Buddhist	studies	can,	depending	on	the	institution,	occupy	a	
considerable	portion	of	the	library’s	East	Asian	collection.	At	universities	with	robust	and	
well-resourced	Buddhist	studies	programs	or	with	a	healthy	constituency	of	faculty	working	
on	a	particular	region,	for	example,	one	tends	to	find	comprehensive	collections	geared	to	
that	 faculty	specialty.	 In	some	cases,	portions	of	 these	collections	might	be	named	after	a	
modern,	promotional	association	 from	within	 the	Buddhist	 tradition	or	a	notable	scholar	
from	within	Buddhist	studies.%	Given	the	variation	with	which	these	factors	above	influence	
the	shape	of	collections,	 librarians	must	also	assume	a	range	of	approaches	 in	collections	
development	and	research	consultations	that	make	use	of	these	collections,	and	all	of	this	
depends	on	the	institution,	departmental	model,	and	faculty	presence.	This	amounts	to	the	
reality	that	Buddhist	studies	collections	drastically	vary	in	volume,	content,	and	curricular	
and	scholarly	purpose,	as	does	their	use	by	East	Asian	librarians.	

The	 reality	 of	 this	 variation	 is	 sharpened	 further	when	we	 consider	 the	 relationship	
between	 collections	 and	 the	 presence	 of	 Buddhist	 studies	 faculty	 through	 a	 snapshot	 of	
Buddhist	studies	holdings	in	the	Ivy Plus	consortium.	In	Table	1	we	can	see	rough	data	on	
holdings	in	Chinese,	Japanese,	and	Korean	vernacular	records	related	to	Buddhism	across	
Ivy	Plus.	

	

 
5	Two	examples	of	these	named	collections	outside	of	the	Ivy	Plus	consortium	include:	UC	Berkeley’s	
Numata	Collection,	named	for	the	Numata	Family,	who	were	involved	in	the	early	establishment	of	
the	Society	for	the	Promotion	of	Buddhism	(Bukkyō	Dendō	Kyōkai	佛教伝導教会,	or	“BDK”)	and	the	
Stanley	Weinstein	Collection,	named	for	the	late	scholar	of	Chinese	and	Japanese	Buddhism,	at	the	
University	of	Virginia.	
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Table 1. Snapshot	of	CJK	Buddhist	studies	Holdings	and	Faculty	in	Ivy	Plus	Institutions6	

University 
Buddhist Studies 

Records (Chinese) 

Buddhist Studies 

Records 

(Japanese) 

Buddhist Studies 

Records (Korean) 
Total Records 

# of East Asian 

Buddhist Studies 

Faculty 

Harvard 4,533 4,326 2,332 11,191 3  

Columbia 2,951 3,481 2,737 9,169 3  

Yale 3,514 4,072 184 7,770 3 

Princeton 2,952 3,269 420 6,641 2 

Stanford 3,021 2,788 479 6,288 2 

UChicago 2,606 2,192 603 5,401 3 

Cornell 2,448 2,222 432 5,102 3 

UPenn 2,534 2,352 116 5,002 2 

Dartmouth 1,342 969 984 3,295 * 

Duke 688 928 975 2,591 2 

Brown 472 279 85 836 2 

Johns Hopkins 18 18 3 39 * 

MIT 7 1 1 9 * 

	
Notable	among	this	data	is	the	relationship	between	Buddhist	studies	holdings	and	the	

presence	 of	 faculty	 directly	 affiliated	 with	 the	 discipline.	 There	 appears	 to	 be	 little	
correlation	between	them.	On	the	one	hand,	we	see	very	little	variation	with	regard	to	the	
presence	 of	 faculty	 directly	 affiliated	 with	 the	 study	 of	 East	 Asian	 Buddhism.	 Most	
institutions	host	either	two	or	three	faculty,	which	is	near	or	at	full	coverage	for	the	region.	
With	this	in	mind,	it	is	also	safe	to	assume	that	faculty	that	identify	with	broader	categories	
of	 study	 such	 as	 “East	 Asian	 religions,”	 as	well	 as	 those	 outside	 of	 the	 study	 of	 religion	
altogether,	may	also	engage	these	collections	from	time	to	time;	as	I	describe	at	the	start	of	
this	article,	Buddhism	has	found	its	way	into	such	a	wide	range	of	cultural	productions	that	
encounters	with	it	are	practically	unavoidable	for	faculty	researchers	in	sub-disciplines	of	
East	Asian	studies.	On	the	other	hand,	holdings	of	Buddhist	studies	materials	at	these	same	
institutions	range	drastically	between	roughly	800	and	11,000	records.	This	means	that,	for	
example,	two	institutions	could	host	the	same	number	of	faculty	and	yet	hold	wildly	different	
volumes	of	materials;	according	to	the	data,	there	is	a	roughly	eightfold	difference	between	
the	highest	and	 lowest	holdings	among	 institutions	with	 two	 faculty	members.	There	are	

 
6	Bibliographic	data	was	drawn	from	WorldCat	FirstSearch	in	May	2022.	In	order	to	achieve	a	narrow	
but	 controlled	 set	 of	 results,	 I	 used	 the	 following	parameters:	OCLC	worldwide	 search,	 using	 the	
query	“Buddhism,”	filtered	by	LC	Subject	Heading	to	books	only	and	by	language	(Chinese,	Japanese,	
and	Korean).	Each	search	by	language	was	run	separately.	Library	codes	were	used	to	query	each	
institution.	Data	for	faculty	constituencies	was	drawn	from	current	departmental	websites	and	only	
include	faculty	who	focus	narrowly	on	the	study	of	some	aspect	of	Buddhism	within	East	Asia.	An	
asterisk	(*)	in	the	faculty	column	indicates	either	the	presence	of	temporary	faculty	(e.g.,	one-	or	two-
year	postdoctoral	appointments)	or	no	presence	of	faculty	directly	affiliated	with	the	study	of	East	
Asian	Buddhism.	I	note	here	that	departmental	websites	do	not	always	accurately	represent	regional	
and	disciplinary	focus,	though	I	remained	strict	about	the	criteria	above	so	as	to	maintain	control	
over	the	data	snapshot.	
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likely	several	factors	that	contribute	to	this	disparity	among	these	institutions,	which	could	
comprise	a	study	in	and	of	themselves:	varying	degrees	of	access	to	financial	resources;	the	
presence	of	legacy	collections	that	have	grown	over	more	time	than	others;	the	continuous	
presence	of	an	East	Asian	librarian	to	develop	and	expand	those	collections	over	time,	and	
so	forth.	Nevertheless,	we	can	surmise	from	this	data	that	while	faculty	needs—signaled	here	
by	faculty	presence	with	direct	links	to	the	study	of	East	Asian	Buddhism—remains	generally	
similar	across	 these	 institutions,	 the	volume	and	diversity	of	 institutional	holdings	varies	
greatly.	

Buddhist	studies	collections	are	as	more	or	less	voluminous,	varied,	and	diverse	as	the	
curricular,	departmental,	and	scholarly	demands	that	give	them	shape,	and	yet	they	serve	a	
similarly	sized	pool	of	scholars	at	Ivy	Plus	institutions.	If	this	data	is	any	indication	of	trends	
beyond	this	consortium,	I	expect	similarly	varied	holdings	at	other	institutions	across	the	
Unites	States.	Crucially,	the	acute	demands	made	of	the	East	Asian	librarian	in	stewarding	
over	and	leveraging	these	materials	in	day-to-day	tasks	must	be	equally	varied	and	diverse.	
For	this	reason,	it	is	the	materials	themselves	that	warrant	a	unified	approach	and	it	would	
benefit	the	field	at	large	to	view	these	materials	for	their	inherent	potential	for	collaboration.	
We	can	learn	by	formalizing	and	sharing	tactics	that	have	been	successful	in	our	engagement	
with	these	materials,	and	we	can	confront	the	linguistic	and	bibliographic	diversity	of	these	
materials	by	taking	stock	of	approaches	that	are	consistent	and	replicable.	

Of	course,	the	volume	and	diversity	of	Buddhist	studies	holdings	comprises	only	a	small	
portion	 of	 this	 challenge.	 Just	 as	 the	 curricular,	 departmental,	 and	 scholarly	 diversity	 at	
institutions	 has	 given	 shape	 to	 wildly	 diverse	 collections,	 the	 materials	 within	 those	
collections	are	multilingual,	 transhistorical,	and	equally	diverse	 in	 their	representation	of	
Buddhist	communities	and	practices.	These	qualities	can	pose	several	additional	challenges	
for	the	East	Asian	librarian.	

Challenges	in	reference	

Taken	 together,	 these	 challenges	 can	 emerge	 from	 linguistic,	 bibliographic,	 and	 practical	
aspects	of	the	Buddhist	studies	field	and/or	Buddhist	tradition	and	require	consideration	
beyond	those	that	typically	occupy	the	librarian	covering	one	specific	East	Asian	country.	
While	every	subject	field	has	its	own	set	of	unique	aspects	that	require	careful	consideration	
by	any	librarian,	the	challenges	outlined	below	differ	because	they	are	as	much	a	byproduct	
of	the	Buddhist	tradition	as	they	are	of	the	field’s	scholarly	conventions.	That	is,	some	of	the	
very	systems	for	organizing	and	taxonomizing	knowledge	produced	by	and	for	Buddhists	
are	 also	 those	 used	 by	 scholars	 studying	 the	 tradition.	 This	 means	 that	 a	 librarian’s	
engagement	with	these	materials,	whether	secondary	or	primary,	may	likewise	be	enhanced	
by	working	within	and	across	these	same	systems.	

As	one	example	of	what	I	mean,	I	refer	to	the	Chinese	exegete	Zhiyi	智顗	(538-597),	who	
developed	and	systematized	commentarial	frameworks	for	analyzing	Buddhist	scriptures,	
which	 became	 standard	 practice	 across	 East	 Asia.	 Part	 of	 his	 system,	 which	 came	 to	 be	
referred	 to	 as	 the	 “five	 categories	 of	 meaning”	 (wuchong	 xuanyi	五重玄義 ),	 provided	
scriptural	 commentators	 a	 template	 for	 investigating	 the	 meaning	 of	 a	 scripture’s	 title,	
purpose,	essential	teaching,	social	impact,	and	overall	value	within	the	Buddhist	tradition.	In	
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