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A theoretical discussion of using stories from
Buddhist Scriptures in Bibliotherapy

Kai-chung Poon

Lecturer, Department of Social Science,
The Hang Seng University of Hong Kong

Abstract

This article intends to conduct theoretical analysis on three stories
from Buddhist Scriptures. Applying J. Cohen’s discussion about a
“good” story and D. H. Russell & C. Shrodes’s “Identification-
Catharsis-Insight” theory, possible responses after reading the three
selected stories will be revealed. After the analysis, it is reasonable to
infer that reading the stories could elicit positive effects in their attitude
and psychological health. These selected stories are only three
examples from a vast amount of meaningful stories in Buddhist
Scriptures. It is noticeable that a large number of stories in Buddhist
Scriptures have a similar narrative structure. A character in the story felt

distress because of encountering certain problem. He / She came to the
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Buddha and sought for advice. After listening to the words of wisdom
from the Buddha, the character gained insight and had a change in
attitude or behaviour. Eventually, the character had overcome his / her
distress. The characters in the stories are not extraordinary people, the
problems they faced were some hassles and hardship which common
people also encounter. This study suggests that such stories are more
capable to induce the “identification” response of the readers which is a
crucial step for bibliotherapy to take effect. Thus, the conclusion of this
article is, if stories in Buddhist Scriptures can be used in bibliotherapy,
they should be able to become effective reading materials for enhancing
readers’ mental health. Efforts and resources for empirical studies are

worthwhile for further testing of the effectiveness of using those stories.

Keywords: bibliotherapy, stories in Buddhist Scriptures, Dhammapada,

Karunapundarika-sutra, Avatamsaka Sutra
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3 Cohen, J., “Audience identification with media characters”, in J. Bryant & P.

Vorderer, eds., Psychology of Entertainment, Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates, 2006, pp. 183-197.

40 Russell, D. H. & Shrodes, C. 1950a, p. 335. 5% : Identification is the real or
imagined affiliation of one’s self (or sometimes a parent or a friend) with a character
or group in the story read.
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42 Cairney, T.H., “Literature and life: How text can shape lives and build communities
of interest and belonging”, Paper presented at the Australian Literacy Educators’
Association conference, Sydney, 4-7 July 2004, p. 12.

4 Russell, D. H. & Shrodes, C. 1950a, p.336. J&37 5 : Thus, identification usually
involves catharsis. The fact that the reader feels he is the character read about means
that he shares the character's motivations and conflicts and experiences vicariously
the character's emotions. As the reader puts himself in the place of others, he comes
to understand the needs and aspirations of these others-and of himself.
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4 Russell, D. H. & Shrodes, C. 1950a, p.336. JE % : If his adjustments to lif e
situations are maladaptive, the individual's recognition of himself in the character
may help in breaking certain habits. On the other hand, if the character appears to
work out a satisfactory solution to his problem, opportunity is provided for the
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reader to incorporate some of the character's behavior in his own methods of
adjustment to a similar problem.
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