
A Phylogenetic Approach to New 
Testament Textual Criticism 

Stephen C. Carlson 
Australian Catholic University 

June 30, 2015 



The New Testament 

• The New Testament has been preserved in 
more manuscripts than any other work 
composed in Western antiquity. 

• There are three main sources of data: 
– Over 5,000 Greek manuscripts of various parts of 

the New Testament. 
– Several foreign-language versions, the most 

important of which are Latin, Syriac, and Coptic 
– Quotations by theologians throughout the 

centuries. 



The Text Critical Problem 

• These manuscripts have been hand-copied 
over the course of two millennia, and by this 
human process they differ from one another. 

• The task of the N.T. textual critic, therefore, is 
to sort through the various and varying 
witnesses to the text of the N.T. and account 
for the textual evidence in these sources. 



Notions of Textual Evidence 

• Textual critics consider both external and 
internal evidence. 

• External evidence: 
– Age and Provenance 
– Textual affiliation 

• Internal evidence: 
– Intrinsic probabilities 
– Transcriptional Probabilities 



A Critical Text 

• An important goal, then, of textual criticism is 
to establish a critical text that best explains 
the state of all extant witness. 

• This critical text is assumed to be one that is 
as close as humanly possible to that of the 
“originals.” 



Five Basic Approaches 

• There are five basic approaches to New 
Testament textual criticism: 
– The Copy Text method 
– The Majority Text method 
– Reasoned Eclecticism 
– Thoroughgoing Eclecticism 
– Stemmatics 
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There have been five basic approaches to the textual criticism of the N.T., which accord different weight to internal considerations and external evidence. Those approaches that favor external evidence are termed "documentary" because they are based on the identity of the documents that transmit the text, and those approaches that tend to prefer internal criteria are termed "eclectic" because the final text is selected, not so much from an identified document, but reading by reading.



Copy Text Method 

•  Chose the “best” manuscript and 
follow its readings, except when it can 
be shown to be clearly in error. 

• The copy text is chosen on various 
grounds (e.g. age, convenience). 
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The copy text is another documentary approach, which follows the readings of a single witness, except when its readings can be shown to be clearly in error. The copy text can be chosen critically (e.g. on internal grounds or a witness closest to the author, as in Shakespearean textual criticism) or uncritically (i.e. for reasons unrelated to the quality of the text, such as out of tradition or from among the most conveniently available manuscripts as in Erasmus's first edition of the N.T., which came to be known as the Textus Receptus).



Majority Text Method 

• Select the most attested variant among the 
extant witnesses.  

• Internal evidence plays no role unless the 
manuscripts are deeply split. 
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Majority text (e.g. Hodges & Farstad 1985). This documentary approach simply determines the text by selecting the most attested variant among the extant witnesses. Internal evidences plays no role unless the manuscripts are deeply split. Although the majority text will never reproduce the errors found in only a small number of manuscripts, it will reproduce the errors of a prolific family of documents that happens to overwhelm its competitors in numbers, often for historical reasons unrelated to the quality of the text.



Reasoned Eclecticism 

• At each variation unit, select the reading based 
on the external evidence and internal evidence 

• External evidence is usually conceived in terms of 
“text types.” 

Ω

ω

c1 c2

d2d1

e1 e2
e3 e4

e5 e6
e7

e8 e9

d3

a1 b1

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Reasoned Eclecticism, also called rational eclecticism, is the most commonly employed approach in modern N.T. text criticism and has been basis of the United Bible Societies' and Nestle-Aland texts. This approach involves the careful weighing of a variety of external and internal criteria at each variation unit to arrive at the critical text. Because of the indecisiveness of the internal criteria at many variation units, reasoned eclecticism in these cases devolves into selecting the readings of the best "text-type", of which three are known (Alexandrian, Western, and Byzantine) and of which the Alexandrian is usually preferred. Different notions of the history of the text, however, may cause the reasoned eclectic to champion a different text-type with significantly different results.



Thoroughgoing Eclecticism 

• Select the reading strictly based on internal 
evidence. 
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Thoroughgoing or Rigorous Eclecticism aims to apply strictly the canons of internal evidence, paying particular attention to the author's style (e.g. Elliott 1995). No critical text of the N.T. has been thoroughly edited on the premises of rigorous eclecticism. Ultimately, however, some appeal to external considerations must be invoked since the internal criteria are often indecisive.



Stemmatics 

• Reconstructs the 
history of the text in 
the form of a 
stemma based on a 
“common error” 
criterion. 
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Stemmatics is a historical-documentary approach that organizes the witnesses into a pedigree or "stemma" that represents the historical development of the text, typically by recognition of common errors. (Maas 1958) The archetypal text is then produced by selecting the readings from the closest variant carriers based on internal evidence. The critic may also examine the resulting archetypal text for primitive errors and emend the text if necessary. Although stemmatics is the dominant approach in classical philology, where there are few surviving witnesses for each text, the vast number of witnesses to the N.T. and the presence of pervasive contamination have prevented its successful application to the N.T.



The Critical Edition of the New 
Testament 

• The 27th edition (1993) is based on reasoned 
eclecticism. 

• The 28th edition (2012) uses a novel 
computational technical called the Coherence-
Based Genealogical Method to improve 
reasoned eclecticism. 

• Carlson (2015), however, uses cladistics to 
improve stemmatics. 
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Reasoned eclecticism has dominated 20th century N.T. textual criticism and has produced a very good text of the N.T., yet one cannot escape the feeling of stagnation. Even in the face of spectacular manuscript discoveries in Egypt of the last century, there has been a discernable lack of progress in the theory and history of the N.T. text, prompting a leading critic to dub this period the "Twentieth-Century Interlude" (Epp [1974] 1993). After thirty years, the field is still mired in the Interlude.



Computerization of Stemmatics 

• In 1968, Dom Froger suggests that the first 
step of stemmatics can be split into two 
phases: 
– Shape and linkage 
– Orientation 

• Orientation requires critical judgment, but the 
first phase can be automated. 



Stemmatics and Systematics 

• In 1977, H. Don Cameron noticed a deep 
analogy between biological systematics and 
textual stemmatics. 

• In both fields, kinship is recognized by the 
presence of shared innovation: 
– Synapomorphy (biology) 
– Community of error (textual criticism) 

• By 1987, cladistics had been applied to 
manuscript traditions. 
 



Cladistics 

• All the witnesses can be placed on a family 
tree, called a phylogeny (biology) or stemma 
(textual criticism). 

• Each family tree implies a history of changes. 
• Choose the tree with the minimal changes. 
• Computers can generate millions of trees and 

evaluate them for the number of changes. 



A Simple Example 

• Gospel of Mark. 
• Five manuscripts: A B D E L 
• At Mark 1:2, B D L read “Isaiah” but A E read 

“prophets” 
• At Mark 1:4, B L read “the baptizer” but A D E 

read “was baptizing.” 



Tree 1 
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For the first variation unit, the change between “Isaiah” and “the prophets” is marked with a blue rectangle. On tree 1, it occurs only once between the group A E and the rest.For the second variation unit, the change between “the Baptizer” and “was baptizing” is marked with a red rectangle. On tree 1, it occurs twice: first between A E and the rest, and second between D and the rest. Alternatively, a change could happened between B and the rest and reversed between L and the rest.



Tree 2 
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For the first variation unit, the change between “Isaiah” and “the prophets” is marked with a blue rectangle. On tree 2, it also occurs only once between the group A E and the rest.For the second variation unit, the change between “the Baptizer” and “was baptizing” is marked with a red rectangle. On tree 2, it occurs just once, between the group D A E and the rest.



Results 

• There are 33 other trees too. 
• When you evaluate all of them, Tree 2 has the 

lowest cost. 
• Therefore, Tree 2 is the one that is best 

supported by this evidence. 



Try a longer example yourselves 

• First chapter of Galatians 
• Four witnesses: P46 Aleph A B 
• 34 variation units (see handout) 
• Cladistics online: http://www.trex.uqam.ca/ 

http://www.trex.uqam.ca/


Data File for Example 
4         34 

P46       01111011100????101?011011111011??? 

Aleph     1001010001011?10000100000000100010 

A         0001000000010001001100100000100100 

B         0100000000100101100000010010001001 
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