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Origins
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Characteristics of Collective Causes

Figure 5.1.  Self‐immolation, 1963–2002
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 Variation Across Countries
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Table 5.1.  Self‐immolation by country, 1963–2002

Country Number Percentage of total Rate per million

India 255 47.8 1.4

South Vietnam/Vietnam 92 17.3 8.0

South Korea 43 8.1 1.6

United States 29 5.4 0.2

Kurds outside Turkey 14 2.6 14.0

Romania 14 2.6 1.2

Soviet Union/ex‐Soviet Union (except Lithuania) 12 2.3 0.1

China 9 1.7 0.0

Pakistan 9 1.7 0.3

France 5 0.9 0.5

Japan 5 0.9 0.1

Lithuanians 5 0.9 2.2

Czechoslovakia 4 0.8 0.5

East/West Germany 4 0.8 0.1

Turkey 4 0.8 0.2

Bulgaria 3 0.6 0.5

Chile 3 0.6 0.0

Taiwan 3 0.6 0.2

United Kingdom 3 0.6 0.1

Malaysia 2 0.4 0.3

Thailand 2 0.4 0.2

Elsewhere 13 2.4 0.0

Total 533 100.0 0.3
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Clustering in Time
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Table 5.2.  Waves involving more than three acts of self‐immolation, 1963–2002

Note: ʻwaveʼ refers to all acts within a country separated by intervals of ten days or less.

 Includes two acts of protest against the protest against reservations, and one for the cause of Hindus v Muslims.

Country Date begun Collective cause Number

China 23 Jan 2001 Falun Gong v government 7

India 11 Feb 1965 Tamil v Hindi 5

19 Sep 1990 Protest against reservations for  lower castes 208

19 Nov 1990 Protest against reservations for  lower castes 15

19 May 1999 Request for Sonia Gandhi to retract  resignation 7

Pakistan 30 Sep 1978 Bhutto supporters v government 4

Romania 24 Mar 2000 Miners v government 10

South Korea 18 Dec 1987 Protest against electoral fraud 3

29 Apr 1991 Protest against government 9

16 Apr 1996 Protest against government 3

South Vietnam/Vietnam 13 Aug 1963 Buddhists v government 3

21 Apr 1965 Buddhists v government 3

29 May 1966 Buddhists v government 13

3 Oct 1967 Buddhists v government 3

22 Oct 1967 Buddhists v government 4

4 Jun 1970 Buddhists v government 3

9 May 1971 Buddhists v government 4

16 Aug 1971 Protest against electoral fraud 4

2 Nov 1975 Buddhists v government 12

Soviet Union 29 May 1972 Lithuanians v government 3

Western Europe 15 Feb 1999 Kurds v Turkey 7

Total 330

*

*

‐

‐

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/b
o
o
k
/1

7
2
1
/c

h
a
p
te

r/1
4
1
3
3
8
0
4
8
 b

y
 U

n
iv

e
rs

ity
 o

f O
x
fo

rd
 B

o
d
le

ia
n
 L

ib
ra

rie
s
 u

s
e
r o

n
 0

2
 F

e
b
ru

a
ry

 2
0
2
6



Threats

p. 189

‐

‐

‐

p. 190

31

Orchestration

‐ ‐

‐

‐

32

p. 191

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/b
o
o
k
/1

7
2
1
/c

h
a
p
te

r/1
4
1
3
3
8
0
4
8
 b

y
 U

n
iv

e
rs

ity
 o

f O
x
fo

rd
 B

o
d
le

ia
n
 L

ib
ra

rie
s
 u

s
e
r o

n
 0

2
 F

e
b
ru

a
ry

 2
0
2
6



Organization
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Degrees of Su�ering
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Motivations
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Selfless Motivations
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Egocentric Motivations and Psychological Explanations
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Consequences
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Notes

‐

‐

‐

‐

‐

1 As with any social phenomena, there are boundary cases. Musa Mamut, a Crimean Tatar, set himself alight and ran
towards a policeman; according to his father, he intended to harm or kill (Uehling 2000). More enigmatic is Norman
Morrison's decision to bring his infant daughter: ʻI shall not plan to go without my child, as Abraham didʼ (quoted in
Morrison Welsh 2000: 4). He set himself alight, but she escaped unharmed.

2 This is not yet reflected in dictionary definitions, but it is apparent in news reports (for example, ʻimmolationʼ used to
describe murder by fire in the New York Times, 22 January 1969). The shi� in meaning indicates, yet again, the impact of
Quang Duc's sacrifice.

3 The death of Roop Kanwar in 1987 was, however, used by the Hindu nationalist movement to symbolize its conflict with
the secular state.

4 Hypothetically, an individual could fast to death without making any threat and without heeding any concessions, but this
seems unlikely and I have found no examples.

5 A�er this chapter was written, Ben Park kindly sent me a paper on self‐immolation in Vietnam and South Korea (Park
2004).

6 The index to the New York Times is searched under the heading ʻsuicideʼ; in addition, the electronic text (recently available
through the ProQuest database) is searched by the keywords ʻimmolate ,̓ ʻimmolated ,̓ ʻimmolating ,̓ and ʻimmolation .̓ The
index to The Times is searched electronically, under the heading ʻsuicideʼ until 1965 and ʻself‐immolationʼ therea�er.

7 Other news‐wires, from di�erent parts of the world, have recently been added to the Nexis database. These are not
included because this would destroy comparability of coverage over time. The keywords utilized are ʻimmolate ,̓
ʻimmolated ,̓ ʻimmolating ,̓ and ʻimmolation .̓ Some reports, unfortunately, may not include these words, but this is the
only feasible method of searching.

8 A thwarted attempt is included only if it was physically prevented at the last moment; this excludes arrests for apparently
planning self‐immolation.

9 I would tend to exclude suicides on the illness or death of a public figure—like that of Chief Minister M. G. Ramachandran
in Tamil Nadu, India (Pandian 1992: 17–18)—though the point is moot because there is not su�icient information on
individual cases, even in Indian newspapers.

10 One example is Musa Mamut (Uehling 2000).
11 CNN denied that it was tipped o� beforehand; its producer just guessed that some sort of protest was likely (AP, 8

February 2001). The film was confiscated by the police.
12 This is indicated by The Times index, which includes articles dropped from later editions of the day's newspaper. Some

tantalizing reports of self‐immolation were driven o� the page by late‐breaking news. Because only the day's final edition
is microfilmed and archived, these reports e�ectively vanish from the record. (Even The Times itself does not hold these
early editions.)
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13 Chân Không (1993: 206–8); Forest (1978: 31–41); Human Rights Watch (1995); Lee and Bishop (1998: 171); Puhovski (1997);
Radio Praha (n.d.); Ramaswamy (1997: 233, 271–3); Uehling (1990). This includes a group of twelve which was actually
reported in The Times (8 September 1976), though not indexed under ʻimmolationʼ; the newspaper report alone does not
provide su�icient information to warrant inclusion in the sample.

14 Accounts by those in Vietnam at the time include Browne (1965, 1993); Chân Không (1993); Halberstam (1965); Hope
(1967); Luce and Sommer (1969); Mecklin (1965); Schecter (1967); and Thich Giac Duc (1986). Joiner (1964) and Topmiller
(1994) narrate the events.

15 This creative redeployment of religious tradition in political struggle has similarities with the contemporaneous American
civil rights movement. Like Vietnamese Buddhists, Southern blacks practised militant non‐violence, and were adept at
using the media to discredit their opponents. Both took inspiration from Gandhi's similar synthesis of Hinduism and
nationalism.

16 The report, which appeared two years a�erwards, included some fanciful elements; it mentions neither eyewitnesses nor
any note (Tz'u‐hsing Ch'an Ssu 1958). My thanks are due to Susanne Choi for translating this.

17 Schecter (1967: 178) claims that Diem was told three days in advance of the self‐immolation, but did not take the warning
seriously.

18 Curiously, Herz's sacrifice attracted far less attention in the United States than the subsequent two. Perhaps the neglect
can be explained by gender (Ryan 1994). Note, however, that it occurred on a Detroit street corner, far from any place of
national significance.

19 The case in the Soviet Union illustrates the di�iculties of obtaining evidence in a totalitarian political system. ʻSoviet
sourcesʼ claimed that the man killed himself because o�icials would not let him fight in Vietnam, and this was reported
without comment in the New York Times (12 April 1966). One wonders whether this was a conveniently patriotic cover
story for an act of anti‐Soviet protest.

20 Suicide by fire was not so rare in some non‐Western cultures. Two Vietnamese men killed themselves in this manner in
1963, apparently because they were su�ering serious illness (the New York Times, 12 December 1963). In India this method
was ʻvery common,̓ particularly among women (Thakur 1963: 112). More recent statistics show that suicide by fire is more
frequent among Indians, including Indian immigrants to Britain and South Africa, than in the West (Adityanjee 1986; Soni
and Balarajan 1992; Sukhai et al. 2002).

21 The figure is from The Times index (a report which was dropped before the final edition), 29 January 1969. Of course, it is
impossible to be sure that these were not politically motivated, because the government would have suppressed
information to that e�ect. I have been guided by two recent accounts (Radio Praha n.d; K. Williams 1997: 190) which name
as protest suicides only Jan Zajic, Evzen Plocek, and Michal Leucik. (The latter is excluded from the sample only because I
lack su�icient information.) Indeed, Zajic implied this when he signed himself as ʻTorch number two.̓

22 We should not necessarily conclude that this actually increased the total number of suicides. Because this is such a painful
method, it is unlikely to have attracted people who were undecided whether to live or die.

23 The news‐wires appear to be more comprehensive, at least to judge from 1977: the Associated Press reported two cases,
but neither appeared in the New York Times or The Times.

24 I have concentrated on examples in which self‐immolation was fatal. As we will see below, in a handful of cases the act
falls short of a determined attempt to die, which implies that the relevant collective cause is not such a momentous one.

25 The news‐wires reported twenty‐one in total, but this is obviously an underestimate. For November 1998 alone, six
appeared in news reports, but o�icial Turkish figures counted twenty‐two (Ergil 2001: 115).

26 Unfortunately, these estimates are not based on a uniform definition of ʻurbanʼ; they reflect the di�erent definitions
adopted by each country's statistical o�ice. The United Nations eliminates Taiwan from its statistics; the figure is
estimated from Tsai (1996). The Kurdish population in Europe is estimated at a million(following Oliver Grojean, personal
communication). Obviously the rate of population growth varies greatly among countries, but this would not a�ect the
comparison—though di�erential growth before and a�er 1985 would.

27 These suicide rates refer to a single year in the 1990s, whereas one ideally wants the average over the four decades. We
know, however, that the ranking of European countries has proved quite stable over many decades.

28 This result holds even if Kurdish self‐immolations are added to the figure for Turkey.
29 Self‐sacrifice is especially prominent in the Jain tradition, but none in the sample of self‐immolations is identified as Jain.
30 This interval is chosen because Bollen and Phillips (1982: 806–9) estimate that a television news story about a suicide has

a discernible e�ect on the suicide rate over the subsequent ten days. Note that the term ʻwaveʼ is used with a less
restrictive meaning elsewhere in this chapter.

31 There was no support for this gruesome plan, and she eventually died by fire. She orchestrated her death to appeal to
Catholics—she died before a statue of the Virgin Mary as well as a Buddhist icon—which may be interpreted as further
evidence of her strategic insight.

32 Because threats are far less newsworthy, it is not possible to compile comparable systematic evidence.
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33 The shi� from fasting in 1961 to (threatened) self‐immolation by fire in 1965 is further evidence that the latter was
ultimately derived from Quang Duc's act, possibly via the Tamil immolations.

34 There is a complicated history. In the early 1960s, Sant Fateh Singh and Master Tara Singh had each promised to fast until
death; both gave up. The latter was blamed and subsequently discredited (Grewal 1990: 199–200).

35 I am aware of only one other successful threat, in Burma: in 1964, Buddhists threatened to burn themselves to protest
against the regime's regulation of religious organizations (NYT, 6 May 1964).

36 This is suggested by the Charan caste in India, which specialized in the ʻbusiness of private protectionʼ (cf. Gambetta 1993),
like the mafia—but they enforced contracts and guaranteed security by threatening to harm themselves. This was known
as traga (Gujarati spelling): graduated self‐mutilation which would culminate in killing oneself (Weinberger‐Thomas 1999:
58–63).

37 What really happened is not altogether clear. The police claimed, implausibly, that Goswami's rivals had set him alight.
Although Goswami is not the most reliable witness, his story is consistent with contemporary reports. And surely he had
no reason to emphasize momentary impulse rather than heroic resolve?

38 A recollection so many years a�er the event—in 1978—cannot be treated uncritically, but it obviously seared his memory.
The event is in the sample, but AP did not report su�icient detail to verify his account (AP, 2 October 1978).

39 The same sort of sacrificial exchange can be found in tribal societies, as when a Tikopian chief tried to hang himself in
order to compel the gods to cure his ailing son (Firth 1961).

40 This also undergirded the use of traga by the Charan caste, noted above. Defaulters feared that the ghosts of the dead
would return to haunt them (Weinberger‐Thomas 1999: 58–63; cf. Je�reys 1971).

41 Conceivably Allende was captured and murdered, but his wife certainly believed that he killed himself (see also a
bodyguard's testimony in the Guardian, 2 September 2003).

42 Jan Palach's funeral is supposed to have been attended by ʻhundreds of thousandsʼ (Treptow 1992: 129) or ʻhalf a millionʼ
(Mastny 1972: 191). Whether these figures are exaggerated is unclear.

43 The distinction is illustrated by the wave of self‐immolations in South Korea in 1991, a�er the police killed a student, Kang
Kyung Dae. Although the movement already had an innocent victim, eight individuals killed themselves before Kang was
buried, including one during the funeral procession.

44 The ambassador, Henry Cabot Lodge, wrote the preface to Browne's book, and must have relayed this to Browne.
45 It is not far‐fetched to make a connection with report in May 2001 by Xinhua News Agency that a Tibetan monk had been

sentenced (in January) for plotting to burn himself to death. The authorities apparently hoped to discredit the Dalai Lama
as they had discredited Falun Gong.

46 There are sketchy reports that several adherents in a labour camp in Harbin killed themselves to protest against prison
conditions, but the precise nature is impossible to confirm (AFP, 3 July 2001).

47 Curiously, another survivor, Liu Yunfang, declared his continued belief in the movement. This either testifies to the
strength of his commitment or is a cunning ploy to enhance the credibility of state propaganda.

48 Another di�erence is relevant here: we do not find individuals who immolate themselves hoping for others to replicate
their example, unlike those who volunteer for suicide attacks.
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