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On the view of suicide in Buddhism:  

A review article on Martin Delhey’s paper 
 

UCHIDA, Midori 
 

In considering the issue of suicide in Buddhism, a well-known and longstanding topic 

repeatedly discussed in the history of modern Buddhist studies, it seems now to be most effective to 

review an article published by Martin Delhey in 2009 with the name “Vakkali: A new interpretation 

of his suicide.” This paper, in combination with his previous studies, provides not only a pertinent 

summary of relevant researches conducted up to date but also a new perspective in dealing with the 

materials relevant to the research of this issue. 

Main points of his paper can be summarized in three points. Delhey, at first, in taking up three 

texts that describe the situations about a notorious suicide Vakkali, one in Saṃyutta-nikāya in Pāli 

literature, another in Saṃyuktāgama and the other in Ekottarikāgama in Chinese translations, pays 

close attention to the difference attested in these three transmissions of texts. According to Delhey, 

this difference is to be seen as the reflection of the history in extending descriptions that would have 

been in need in the interpretation of the death of an arhant, a most complicated issue in Buddhist 

practice. On the basis of this assumption, Delhey further explores into the relationship among these 

three traditions of the text of Vakkali, reaching a conclusion that the text in Saṃyutta-nikāya and that 

in Saṃyuktāgama, which show close similarities in some respects, would have been derived from a 

common source separate from the genealogy of the text in Ekottarikāgama. In addition to this 

observation, he finally attracts our attention to the difference in Vakkali and Assaji, both being 

seriously ill, the former being explicitly stated as having committed suicide while the latter 

completely lacking the accounts. This difference, he states, would be an indication that Assaji 

attained his nibbāna through the teaching of the Buddha.  

Although Delhey [2009] is full of useful suggestions, there still remain several questions. One 

of the most important issues is the lack of consideration about the difference in context in which 

each text is located. In dealing with the relevant materials under discussion in more proper manners, 

it is not sufficient to place a focus on the matter of the interpretation of suicide, but is necessary to 

pay attention to the specificity of “the contextual position” in which each text is placed, for each text 

would have received different modifications under the influence of their difference in structure of the 

matrix. In this respect, it would be open to question to make immediate comparison of Vakkali sutta 

in the Khandhavagga with Assaji sutta in the Theravagga only by applying the criterion of the 

moment of attainment of arhatship, for these two vaggas have their own functions. 
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