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If I give away all I have,
and if I deliver up my body to be burned,
but have not love,
I gain nothing.

(1 Corinthians 13, 3)



List of figures	 xi
Acknowledgements	 xii

Introduction	 1
The aim, subject, and structure of this book  2
A cruel theatre of protest self-burnings?  5
Approach  8
Echoes in contemporary culture  10
Inconclusiveness  13

PART I
Mapping suicide protests by f ire	 19

Protest self-burnings as suicide protests  20
Some general remarks  23
Reactions, scrutiny, and effectiveness  28
The somatic act of communication and its performative dimension  31
Summary  35

PART II
Chronology: notes and microstudies on 
selected protest self-burnings (1963–2017)	 39

Republic of Vietnam  41
Republic of India  41
Republic of Vietnam  42
United States of America  42
Republic of Korea  43
Republic of Vietnam  43

Contents



viii  Contents

People’s Republic of China  44
Japan  44
Polish People’s Republic  45
Czechoslovak Socialist Republic  45
Hungarian People’s Republic  46
Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic – Soviet Union  46
United States of America  46
Socialist Republic of Romania  47
Basque Country – Spain  47
Italy  47
Republic of Korea  48
Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republic – Soviet Union  48
Canada  49
German Democratic Republic  50
France  50
Federal Republic of Germany  51
Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic – Soviet Union  51
Crimea – Soviet Union  51
German Democratic Republic  52
Switzerland, India, Federal Republic of Germany, United States of 

America, the Philippines, Great Britain  52
Poland  53
Turkey, Germany, Denmark, Great Britain  53
Turkey  55
Chile  55
South Korea  56
United States of America  56
Romania  57
India  57
Republic of China – Taiwan  57
India  58
United States of America  60
South Korea  60
Great Britain  61
Islamic Republic of Iran  62
Germany  64
United States of America  64
Vatican  65



Contents  ix

India  66
China  67
Chile  69
Czech Republic  70
Great Britain, France, Italy, Switzerland, Canada  70
China  71
Pakistan  72
Luxembourg  72
United States of America  73
Israel  73
Afghanistan  73
India  74
United States of America  74
South Korea  75
India  76
Myanmar  76
India, Malaysia, Switzerland  76
Tibet – People’s Republic of China  77
India  78
Georgia  79
Tunisia, Algeria, Egypt, Mauritania, Italy, the Netherlands, 

Ethiopia, Jordan, Bahrain, Morocco  79
Tibet, India, Nepal, China, France  81
India  85
Indonesia  85
Israel  86
Russia  86
Vietnam  86
Albania  87
Bulgaria  87
Sri Lanka  88
Vietnam  88
United States of America  89
Iran  89
South Korea  90
Republic of Somaliland – Somalia  91
Australia, Nauru, Manus Island – Papua New Guinea  91
Mongolia  92
Poland  93



x  Contents

PART III
Selected contemporary ultimate protests by 
f ire and their echoes across culture	 101

1		  A lotus in a sea of fire: on two self-immolations 
performed during the war in Vietnam	 103
Under the icon’s skin: Thích Quảng Ðức’s political and sacrificial 

auto-cremation (The Republic of Vietnam, 1963)  107
Skin of flame: Norman Morrison’s self-immolation (The United 

States, 1965)  132

2		  Confronting defeat: on two protest  
self-incinerations performed after the Warsaw 
Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia	 167
Two minutes of silence: the self-immolation of Ryszard 

Siwiec (Poland, 1968)  171
The other Jan: the fiery self-sacrifice of Jan Palach 

(Czechoslovakia, 1969)  192

3		  Sparks: on two self-burnings protesting the 
exploitation of subalterns	 227
A drop of dew: the self-immolation of Chun Tae-il 

(The Republic of Korea, 1970)  231
The drop that made the cup overflow: the protest self-

burning of Mohamed Bouazizi (Tunisia, 2010)  247

Index	 275



All illustrations are courtesy of the artists.

	 I.1	 Wolfgang Stiller Matchstick Men (2010)	 1
	 PI.1	 Piotr Wyrzykowski Self-Immolation (2014)	 19
	PII.1	 Van Thanh Rudd No Nauru (2012)	 39
PIII.1	 Van Thanh Rudd Special Forces (After Banksy) (2008)	 101
PIII.2	 Kevin Maginnis Self-Immolation (2013)	 167
PIII.3	 Majd Abdelhamid Bouazizi (2012)	 227
PIII.4	 Wolfgang Stiller Matchstick Men (2010)	 274

Figures



The book is an abridged and updated version of its Polish original Okrutny teatr 
samospaleń: protesty samobójcze w ogniu i ich echa w kulturze współczesnej (Poznań: 
Wydawnictwo Naukowe UAM, 2018). The translation by Jan Szelągiewicz 
(Grammaton Translations) was funded by the Faculty of Polish and Classical 
Philology of the Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań. The Polish edition 
summarised the research project Samospalenie w kulturze współczesnej: akt-widowisko 
(Self-Immolation in Contemporary Culture: The Act-Performance, 2014–18), financed 
by a grant from the Narodowe Centrum Nauki (National Science Centre) under 
its OPUS 6 Programme, grant no. 2013/11/B/HS2/02873.

I extend my warmest appreciation to Paul Allain – a true friend.
I am greatly indebted to Tomasz Mizerkiewicz, the dean of the Faculty of 

Polish and Classical Philology of the Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, 
for financing the translation.

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Laura Hussey from 
Routledge, who made things happen and took great care of this publication. 
I direct the words of thanks also to Laura Soppelsa and Jeanine Furino for 
their professionalism at different phases of work on this project.

Let Jan Szelągiewicz – the book’s translator – accept my words of appreciation 
for his expertise, perceptiveness, and precision. And Augustine Allain-Labon – 
for his marvellous proofreading job.

I wish to thank Jerzy Fiećko, the deputy dean of the Faculty of Polish and 
Classical Philology of AMU, for his support.

I would like to thank Marzenna Ledzion-Markowska, the director of the 
Adam Mickiewicz University Press, for agreeing to the publishing of an 
English-language version of the book.

I cordially thank the artists: Majd Abdelhamid, Kevin Maginnis, Wolfgang 
Stiller, Van Thanh Rudd, and Piotr Wyrzykowski for kindly sharing photo-
graphs of their works and agreeing to publish them in this volume.

My deepest thanks to Dobrochna Ratajczakowa, Marta Steiner, Tadeusz 
Kornaś, Magda Hasiuk, Maria Bohdziewicz (Witczak), Maciej Zakrzewski, 
Leszek Kolankiewicz, Elżbieta Rygielska, Maciej Pachowicz, Agata Rokita, 

Acknowledgements



Acknowledgements  xiii

Mohammad Reza Aliakbari, Claudio Santana Bórquez, Giulio Ferretto 
Salinas, Monika Blige, Maria Kapała, Marta Pautrzak, Paulina Krzeczkowska, 
Brygida Pawłowska-Jądrzyk, Joanna Krakowska, Halszka Witkowska, 
Katarzyna Kuczyńska-Koschany, Agata Siwiak, Ewa Guderian-Czaplińska, 
Maciej Łuczak, Sławomir Wieczorek, Rafał Rosół, Krzysztof Podemski, 
Jarosław Siejkowski, Krzysztof Gajda, and Arleta Borowiak. All of them were 
of great assistance at different stages of the work on this volume.

Before and after the book’s publication in Polish, I gave multiple talks 
and delivered papers on the subject of protest self-burnings at conferences in 
Poland and abroad (in Chile and Iran). The subsequent discussions helped me 
clarify some thoughts on various issues related to the main theme, for which 
I thank the participating attendees.

Last but not least, I would like to express my most profound gratitude to 
my beloved wife, Iwona Gutowska, and our children – Estera and Kajetan 
Ziółkowski – for their patience, support, and understanding.


