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Contemporary Reflections on Self-immolation
in Biographies of Eminent Monks

in the Three Dynasties and the

Controversy about Their Actions

Huang Jingjia

Abstract

Throughout the biography of eminent monks recordings within Chinese
Buddhist history, there are records of many eminent monks of self-
immolation, including bodily sacrifice and bodily sacrifice by burning,
in order to achieve the enlightened status of buddhahood. However,
is this form of religious practice to be endured by monks of the lay?
Mahayana Buddhism places great emphasis on the accumulation of
virtue and goodness by various means of pilgrimage practice, and
purports that buddhahood may be attained by passing through the many
stages and many tests of faith. Bodily sacrifice and bodily sacrifice by
burning, which require immense motivation and radical actions, are
expedient ways through which buddhahood may be attained. But in the
perspective of the Buddhist practice theory, all stages and tests must be
passed through in order to be enlightened, and acts of self-immolation
are regarded as highly controversial. This study discusses acts of self-
immolation described in the biographies of eminent monks in the three
dynasties, and probes into the meaning of bodily sacrifice and bodily
sacrifice by burning performed by eminent monks. Hui-jiao, Dao-xuan
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and Zan-ning’s opinions and commentaries on the bodily sacrifice and
bodily sacrifice by burning of monks are examined in the following three
perspectives: basic Buddhist doctrines, disciplines and practice, so as to
obtain a clearer understanding of the meaning of self-immolation, as well
as the complexities and difficulties of the path to buddhahood attainment.

Keywords : Gaoseng Zhuan, Xu Gaoseng Zhuan, Song Gaoseng Zhuan,
bodily sacrifice, bodily sacrifice by burning.
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