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Introduction 
 
The Pāli term paccekabuddha, with its Sanskrit counterpart pratyekabuddha, is usually 
rendered into English as “solitary buddha” or “lone buddha”.1 Such figures, we are told, 
realise the truth themselves and do not teach it to others, preferring instead to live the life 
of a solitary renouncer.2 Surely, then, it is futile to wish to study dialogues in which 
paccekabuddhas feature. 

However, I have found that it is not futile at all. Despite solitude being one motif 
that is strongly associated with paccekabuddhas, there are plenty of narratives in which 
paccekabuddhas speak and teach, and indeed they are associated with several series of 
verses on the benefits of renunciation, including those that famously advocate wandering 
“lonely as a rhinoceros horn”. Their teachings – and their interlocutors’ responses to the 
teachings – reveal certain key characteristics of this category of awakened being. One such 
characteristic is a common preference for teaching using signs rather than – or more often 
in addition to – words, or of offering puzzling teachings that provoke an intense 
intellectual or emotional response on the part of the listener. In this paper I will be 
exploring these different types of dialogic exchange, beginning with stories in which 
paccekabuddhas have important things to say, and continuing with an exploration of their 
teaching through signs.  

                                                        
1 This has remained the standard translation despite Norman’s convincing argument, 
drawing on Buddhist and Jain sources, that the figures may originally have been those 
“awakened by signs/causes” (pratyaya-buddha): K.R.Norman, ‘The Pratyeka-Buddha in 
Buddhism and Jainism,’ in Philip Denwood and Alexander Piatigorsky (eds) Buddhist Studies: 
Ancient and Modern (London and Dublin: Curzon, 1983), 92-106. Both associations – with 
solitude and signs – remain strong in the narrative literature. As explained below, my focus 
in this paper will be Pāli sources, so I will use the Pāli term as standard, preferring Sanskrit 
only when referring to Sanskrit materials. 
2 For a thorough survey of Pāli understandings of paccekabuddhas see Ria Kloppenborg, The 
Paccekabuddha: A Buddhist Ascetic (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1974), which also contains a translation 
of the stories of paccekabuddhas found in the Sutta Nipāta commentary. Kloppenborg notes 
that paccekabuddhas do not live up to (or down to) their reputation as solitary renouncers 
who do not teach. 
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Over the past year I have explored the narrative role of paccekabuddhas across a 
range of non-Mahāyāna narrative texts in Sanskrit and Pāli. However, for this paper I will 
focus only on Pāli sources.3 This is because paccekabuddhas have rather different roles in 
Pāli and Sanskrit literature, with the latter tending to only feature pratyekabuddhas as 
either a category of future promised awakening, or a past recipient of karmicly potent 
service. With very few exceptions, we do not find teaching pratyekabuddhas in, for example, 
Ārya Śūra’s Jātakamālā, the Divyāvadāna, the Mahāvastu, or the Avadānaśataka, even though 
the latter contains a whole decade of stories about these awakened beings, alongside 
stories of arhats and other figures.4 As a result, it is in Pāli literature that we can have the 
most productive dialogues with paccekabuddhas. It is also for this reason that I tend to use 
the Pāli term for this category of beings. 

This paper will focus predominantly on two sources. The first of these is a series of 
stories associated with the Rhinoceros Horn verses of the Sutta Nipāta, found in the 
commentary to that text as well as in the commentary to the Apadāna chapter on 
paccekabuddhas.5 The second is the Jātakatthavaṇṇanā, the large commentarial jātaka 
collection, which preserves some of the most interesting encounters with paccekabuddhas 
in Buddhist literature.6 After exploring a range of narratives that illuminate the 
participation of paccekabuddhas in dialogues, I will ask what this tells us about 
paccekabuddhas, and about teaching. 
 

                                                        
3 In addition, I will focus only on stories in which paccekabuddhas teach. For a more general 
study of how paccekabuddhas fill a narrative and conceptual gap in jātaka literature, 
including in Sanskrit sources, see Naomi Appleton, ‘Jātaka Stories and Pratyekabuddhas in 
Early Buddhism’ in Naomi Appleton and Peter Harvey, eds, Buddhist Path, Buddhist Teaching: 
Essays in Memory of L. S. Cousins (Sheffield: Equinox, forthcoming 2018). 
4 These stories, by presenting us with narrative characters who became pratyekabuddhas, 
come closest to the Pāli materials, but there is still little interaction with the 
pratyekabuddhas themselves. I explore this decade of stories, and the role of pratyekabuddhas 
more broadly in the Avadānaśataka in a forthcoming paper for the Congress of the 
International Association of Buddhist Studies.  
5 These can be found translated in Kloppenborg, The Paccekabuddha, and I have used the 
Burmese Chaṭṭha Saṅgāyana online version at www.tipitaka.org for the Pāli. I have not yet 
made a comparison with PTS or other editions. For easy cross-reference, I refer to each 
story by the Sutta Nipāta verse number with which it is associated; the verses are numbered 
35-75. 
6 Stories are referred to by number as in the Fausboll edition (London: Trubner, 1877-96; 
reprinted by the PTS) and the translation by Cowell et al (Cambridge University Press 1895-
1906, reprinted by PTS). 
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Verbal Dialogues  
 
We may begin our exploration with the most conventional form of dialogue, in which a 
paccekabuddha has a spoken exchange with another character. Very occasionally the 
paccekabuddhas teach fellow renouncers, and one example of this provides a neat starting 
point for our discussion as it hints at a widespread association between paccekabuddhas and 
the limits of verbal teachings. In the story associated with Sutta Nipāta 45-46, a prince and 
young brahmin become pupils of some paccekabuddhas, who teach them the value of a 
renouncer life. However, the young men cannot progress because they are too attached to 
one another, and only when both independently reflect on this, and strive to overcome 
their affection, are they able to achieve paccekabodhi. Thus, we see, teachings can only go so 
far; it is direct realisation and committed striving that leads to awakening. The 
paccekabuddhas may not be silent, and they do teach, but the onus is on the recipient of the 
teaching to put it into practice. 
 Although a few stories of paccekabuddhas guiding other renouncers do exist, the vast 
majority of stories that feature paccekabuddhas teaching show them doing so to an audience 
of kings or princes.7 Such figures are, of course, the polar opposite of the solitary 
renouncers, being engrossed in state responsibilities and sensual pleasures, and 
surrounded by the hubbub of city and court. As such, the paccekabuddhas’ teachings tend to 
focus on the importance of supporting or becoming renouncers. The former lesson is 
addressed, for example, in the Āditta-jātaka (J424), in which King Bharata (the Bodhisatta) 
and his queen invite some paccekabuddhas to visit in order that they may give alms. Seven 
come and offer verses of teaching in exchange for their meal, and many of these verses 
focus on the karmic benefits of generosity. Here, as in several other stories in the Jātakas, 
the paccekabuddhas are the supreme recipients of gifts, in a narrative time that is 
necessarily devoid of buddhas and arhats. There is no indication that they are silent sages, 
yet neither is there any real dialogue, since the king and queen simply rejoice in this 
straightforward teaching and continue to be generous throughout their lives. 
 A more dialogic exchange is found in another story of seven paccekabuddhas and a 
king, however, this time in the tale accompanying Sutta Nipāta 58. In this story, King Suta-
Brahmadatta is visited by seven paccekabuddhas (who are in fact his past-life fellow 
renouncers from the time of the Buddha Kassapa). The king asks them who they are, and 
they reply that they are called ‘very learned’ (bahussuta), so the king asks them for a 
teaching, and they each offer him a verse. The first paccekabuddha tells him: ‘Let one be 

                                                        
7 Indeed pratyekabodhi is commonly associated with kingship. In the commentary to the 
Sutta Nipāta verses, all except three of the 41 stories concern kings that become 
pratyekabuddhas. Many of the paccekabuddhas of the Jātakas are also former kings, though 
there are notable exceptions to this, as discussed below. 
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happy, Great King. Let there be the destruction of passion’ (sukhito hotu mahārāja rāgakkhayo 
hotu). The king is not that impressed, saying, ‘This one isn’t very learned, but the second 
will be very learned. Tomorrow I will hear a differentiated dhamma-teaching.’ (ayaṃ na 
bahussuto, dutiyo bahussuto bhavissati, sve dāni vicitradhammadesanaṃ sossāmi). However, the 
rest of the paccekabuddhas offer similarly enigmatic verses, declaring their wish for there to 
be the destruction of hatred (dosa), delusion (moha), passing (gati), rolling on (vaṭṭa), 
clinging (upadhi)8 and thirst (taṇha). Despite his initial dissatisfaction with what appears to 
be their paltry learning – or perhaps because of his dissatisfaction – the king reflects on 
their words and realizes the truth of the causes of existence. He declares the 
paccekabuddhas to be ‘nippariyāyabahussutā’, or very learned without being round-about, or 
without description or elaboration, depending on how one takes the term paryāya (which 
can also refer to formulae/liturgy in some contexts). Furthermore, the king declares that 
just as a finger pointing at the earth or sky doesn’t only indicate a part of the earth or sky 
the width of the finger, but rather indicates the whole earth or sky, so by teaching one 
small thing the paccekabuddhas have revealed an immeasurable number of things.9 Thus, 
through the process of interaction with these teachers, the king comes to an independent 
realisation, prompted by the enigmatic verses. He then renounces and achieves 
paccekabodhi himself. 
 Many other stories show paccekabuddhas teaching about the benefits of 
renunciation. The Sonaka-jātaka (J529) contains a series of verses about the benefits of being 
a renouncer (in this case a samaṇa) spoken by a paccekabuddha to his former friend the king 
(and Bodhisatta). These benefits are all to do with the lack of attachments felt by a 
renouncer, such that he never hoards food (1), he eats blamelessly and in peace (2 and 3), 
he wanders freely in the kingdom (4), he feels no pain when his city burns down because 
nothing of his is burnt (5), he feels no pain when the kingdom is plundered as nothing of 
his is destroyed (6), he wanders safe from robbers or other dangers (7), and wherever he 
goes he goes without a care (8). These verses, several of which are also found in the 
Mahāvastu in a story with some parallels to the Sonaka-jātaka,10 are followed by another 
series of verses that explain to the king the well-known story of a crow so greedy that he 
becomes trapped inside an elephant carcass that he has been eating. Clearly the emphasis 
in this story is on the dangers of greed, as well as the benefits of having no attachments.  

                                                        
8 Or substratum / foundation of rebirth. 
9 Yathā hi purisena mahāpathaviṃ vā ākāsaṃ vā aṅguliyā niddisantena na aṅgulimattova padeso 
niddiṭṭho hoti, apica, kho, pana pathavīākāsā eva niddiṭṭhā honti, evaṃ imehi ekamekaṃ atthaṃ 
niddisantehi aparimāṇā atthā niddiṭṭhā honti 
10 For a discussion of this story cluster, in amongst the broader network of tales involving 
renouncer kings associated with Videha, see Naomi Appleton, Shared Characters in Jain, 
Buddhist and Hindu Narrative: Gods, Heroes and Kings (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), chapter 6. 
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 That having no attachments leads to having no fear is emphasised in the stories 
accompanying Sutta Nipāta 42 and 72, in which paccekabuddhas demonstrate and explain 
their fearlessness, much to the admiration of a king. Fear can also feature as a tool that 
accompanies the teachings of a paccekabuddha, however, such as in an exchange between a 
paccekabuddha and his former friend the king (and Bodhisatta) in the Darīmukha-jātaka 
(J378). Here not only are sense desires criticised in themselves, but the likelihood of them 
leading to a hellish rebirth is also highlighted. Although the king initially resists the 
paccekabuddha’s instruction to renounce, he is eventually persuaded, perhaps because of 
this inevitable and terrifying consequence of living an indulgent life.  

The danger of sense desires is a theme even when the intention is not to persuade a 
king to renounce: In the Telapatta-Jātaka (J96, see also J132), a young prince (the Bodhisatta) 
asks a group of five hundred paccekabuddhas whether or not he’s ever likely to be king, 
given the number of brothers he has. They advise him to seek another kingdom across the 
other side of a wilderness. But this wilderness, they warn, is inhabited by demonesses who 
try to ensnare men through appealing to the five senses – with couches, perfumes, dainty 
food, beauty and song – and then devour their captives. The prince sets off, accompanied 
by five companions, each of whom succumbs in turn to a sensual temptation, leaving only 
the Bodhisatta to reach the other side alive. Thus while the paccekabuddhas’ practical advice 
leads to a kingship, it still involves restraint of the senses. 
 Not only can sense desires lead to hell or to being eaten alive by demonesses, they 
can also lead to moral transgressions. In the Pānīya-jātaka (J459) five householders become 
paccekabuddhas after reflecting on a misdeed. They later visit a king (the Bodhisatta), who 
asks them why they saw the pain of desires despite their youth. The reply in a series of 
verses that explain their moments of immorality: the first stole water from a friend, the 
second felt lust towards another man’s wife, the third told a lie in order to save his own life, 
the fourth permitted slaughter of animals for sacrifice, and the fifth allowed the 
consumption of strong drink at a festival, which led to fights and injuries. All five reflected 
upon their misdeed, and used that as a means to achieve paccekabodhi. Having heard their 
explanations the king praises them, and then – following a debate with his wife about the 
merits of desires – decides to renounce. This story’s focus on regretting misdeeds is a 
slightly different angle to the norm, though the immorality is all predicated on attachment, 
and the need to overcome desire is certainly the lesson that the king takes away for 
discussion with his wife.  
 The motif of paccekabuddhas explaining the cause of their attainment in a series of 
verses is also found in the Kumbhakāra-jātaka (J408), though here the roles are somewhat 
different: the paccekabuddhas are former kings, and their audience is an ordinary 
householder, in this case a potter (though an extraordinary one inasmuch as he is the 
Bodhisatta). These particular kings-become-paccekabuddhas are famous not only in other 
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Buddhist contexts, but also in the Jain tradition.11 In the verses that the kings speak to 
explain to the potter how they came to renounce, we find the by-now familiar focus on the 
dangers of worldly life, and the benefits of being a renouncer: 
 
 I saw a mango inside a grove,  
 full-grown, dark and lustrous and fruiting,  
 and I saw it broken up for its fruit.  
 Seeing this I took up the life of a monk.  
 
 Two bracelets, polished and made ready by a skilled man,  
 a woman bore with little sound,  
 but bringing the two together made a noise.  
 Seeing this I took up the life of a monk.  
 
 Birds [attacked] a bird carrying carrion,  
 and many assembled like the one,  
 and attacked for the sake of meat.  
 Seeing this I took up the life of a monk.  
 
 I saw a bull in the middle of the herd,  
 with a quivering hump, splendid and strong,   
 and I saw him pierced because of lust.  
 Seeing this I took up the life of a monk. 
 
Three of these verses note the danger of having something that others want; once again 
the lesson seems to be that lust or attachment leads to pain, and here it is highlighted that 
this is even the case if the lust belongs to other people. The other verse, containing the 
image of two noisy bracelets contrasted with one silent one (also found in the Mahājanaka-
jātaka and one of the Sutta Nipāta stories) highlights the particular benefits of solitude. In 
this case, then, the need for solitary renunciation appears linked to the need to remove 
oneself from other people’s desires. 
 The verses declared by these kings-become-paccekabuddhas of course prompt the 
potter to renounce, though here as in every case where the renouncer is the Bodhisatta, 
this results in meditative attainments and/or a heavenly rebirth, not in paccekabodhi. The 
reason for this is straightforward: the Bodhisatta must stay in the realm of rebirth in order 
to become the Buddha in a later lifetime. However, the limitation leaves us with a sense – 

                                                        
11 For a discussion and references to previous scholarship on the subject see Appleton, 
Shared Characters, chapter 6. 
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unusual in the jātakas – of the Bodhisatta’s inferiority to other spiritual beings, a theme to 
which we will return below. The stories that are found in the Sutta Nipāta commentary have 
an easier time communicating the power of the teachings of a paccekabuddha, since the 
audience (almost always a king) goes on to attain paccekabodhi himself. That said, the more 
variable results in the jātakas perhaps communicate the broader benefits of reducing one’s 
attachments or leaving worldly life, for everyone, not just kings who then swiftly quit 
saṃsāra altogether. We will return to this larger question about the results of the teachings 
of paccekabuddhas later, but first let us explore another key method that is used by these 
figures, alongside verses and other verbal teachings, namely the use of signs or visual 
metaphors. 
 
Teaching through signs  
 
 Often a verbal teaching provided by a paccekabuddha is combined with – or replaced 
by – a sign or an image, or a call to personal experience. These images or experiences, like 
the teachings, almost exclusively focus around a key Buddhist value: cultivating non-
attachment or overcoming desires. Sometimes this involves a focus on the need for 
renunciation or the benefits of solitude or peace and quiet. On other occasions reflection 
on impermanence – for example of a withering leaf – is a way to overcome attachment as 
well as provide a sense of urgency. Greed, hatred, love and pride are also exposed as futile 
and damaging. The result of all of these reflections, of course, is renunciation and/or the 
attainment of paccekabodhi. Many paccekabuddhas, we learn from stories such as the 
Kumbhakāra-jātaka discussed above, attained their awakening this way, and so it is natural 
that they should turn to the same methods when teaching others.12 
 A simple example of the combination of words and images in this way is the story 
linked to Sutta Nipāta 54, in which a paccekabuddha uses a magical vision of the Himalayas 
alongside some well-chosen words about the benefits of proper renunciation, to persuade a 
prince living as a semi-renouncer in a park that he needs to go further. Similarly, the two 
are combined in the story that accompanies verse 38 of the Sutta Nipāta. This story begins 
with a past life, when three friends became renouncers in the community of Kassapa 
Buddha, a buddha of a distant past time. They were all subsequently reborn in a heaven 
realm, and then as human kings. Two of them then become paccekabuddhas, and they 
wonder what has become of their former friend. Seeing that he is a king still entangled in 

                                                        
12 Indeed this focus on signs is a key association with paccekabuddhas, and also features in 
several stories in which we find no dialogue. For example, the stories accompanying Sutta 
Nipāta 44 and 64 both contain the king pondering the impermanence of trees, a theme also 
found in several jātaka stories, while that accompanying Sutta Nipāta 59 presents a king 
gradually realising that however many adornments he has he is never satisfied. 
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worldly life, they decide to pay him a visit, to give him an object of meditation (ārammaṇa). 
They fly through the air to the pleasure-park where the king is basking in the admiration of 
his retinue, and they settle at the foot of a bamboo thicket. The moment he sees them, the 
king feels his affection for them well up, and he asks them who they are. They reply that 
they are named “unattached” (asajjamāna). After he asks for further clarification of what 
this means, they explain using the image of the bamboo thicket: the king, they say, is like 
the thicket, densely entangled such as it would be impossible to uproot, whereas they are 
like the little green top sprout, easily cut off. This little teaching immediately results in the 
king attaining the fourth jhāna of meditative absorption, and shortly thereafter he attains 
paccekabodhi. 

Attachment comes in many different forms, and this is addressed in the 
Pañcūposatha-jātaka (Jātakatthavaṇṇanā 490) through different characters who are afflicted 
in different ways. In this story the Bodhisatta is a brahmin sage who lives in the forest and 
is visited regularly by four animals: a pigeon, a snake, and jackal and a bear. One day the 
pigeon sees his mate caught and killed by a hawk and resolves to overcome his desire for 
her. Meanwhile the snake in anger kills a bull and then greatly regrets the trouble and pain 
he has caused so vows to overcome his anger. In a commonly repeated motif, the jackal 
gets stuck inside an elephant corpse as he eats away greedily, not noticing that the hide is 
shrinking in the sun and blocking his way out. After eventually managing to escape he 
vows to overcome his greed. Also afflicted by greed, the bear crosses paths with the 
villagers and is attacked, and so he too vows to overcome his desires. As a result of realising 
the need to overcome their attachments – referred to respectively as rāga, kodha, lobha and 
atricchatā – the four animals decide to observe the holy day (uposatha) fast. Meanwhile, we 
learn, the sage is affected by another attachment, namely pride (māna). A paccekabuddha 
sees this and deliberately comes to sit on his seat, causing the sage to get angry. The 
paccekabuddha rebukes him for his pride, and reveals to him that he will become a full 
Buddha (a rare occurrence of such a prediction in the Jātakas), but the sage is still too proud 
to honour him. It is only after the paccekabuddha magically flies off into the sky that the 
sage is shocked into bitterly regretting his pride, and vowing to overcome it. He and the 
animals then exchange verses about their experiences. Thus in this story we see the 
combination of learning from personal experiences (in the case of the animals), learning 
from what a teacher (the paccekabuddha) says, and learning from what he does. By sitting in 
the sage’s seat and then displaying his magical powers the paccekabuddha is able to bring 
the sage to his senses. 

As we are already starting to see, much can be taught through example. In the story 
that accompanies Sutta Nipāta 47, four paccekabuddhas visit their past-life friend, now King 
of Benares, and demonstrate their qualities by eating the best and the most disgusting food 
with the same equanimity. This provides an object of meditation (ārammaṇa) that prompts 
the king to renounce and eventually attain paccekabodhi himself. Even the importance of 
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experiencing solitude can be taught by one renouncer to another: In the story associated 
with Sutta Nipāta 39, a paccekabuddha invites a prince to visit him in his hut, then leaves 
footprints to suggest he is in, while actually going elsewhere. The prince visits, and not 
finding the paccekabuddha there, he sits on the empty bench in the empty hut and achieves 
paccekabodhi himself! 
 
Teachers and Teachings 
 
Having taken a tour through a range of stories from Pāli literature, we must now draw 
together the various themes that have emerged, and ask what we have learnt about 
paccekabuddhas, and about teaching.  
 
Paccekabuddhas 
 
One clear lesson from these Pāli narratives is that despite their reputation as silent and 
solitary, and unable or unwilling to communicate the dharma to others, paccekabuddhas do 
engage in rich dialogues that have much to teach us. Sometimes these dialogues are 
conventional conversations, in which paccekabuddhas offer advice or teachings to 
laypeople. In other cases the teachings are enigmatic, such that the audience must fully 
engage in their own personal reflection, or accompanied by potent imagery. In almost 
every case there is a clear emphasis – regardless of the method of teaching – on the 
importance of non-attachment and renunciation. We will return to the content and 
method of teaching shortly, but first let us concentrate on the characterisation of the 
paccekabuddhas themselves. 
 The stories that we have explored suggest that the paccekabuddhas’ reputation for 
being solitary is not entirely fair. Not only do they often travel or live in groups (sometimes 
bound together by past-life friendship), they actively seek opportunities to help others. The 
association with solitude may, at least in part, be a symptom of philological confusion. As 
K.R. Norman has argued, it is possible, given evidence in both Buddhist and Jain contexts 
(where patteya-buddha is the equivalent Prakrit term), that the concept was originally of a 
person “awakened by signs/causes” (pratyaya-buddha), a term still in use in some Sanskrit 
and Chinese sources, where it has been taken to imply awakening through understanding 
the chain of causation.13 As we have seen, this association with signs would fit neatly with 
several of the most extensive narratives. However, even if we accept the association with 
solitude rather than signs, there is no reason to posit that paccekabuddhas are solitary after 
their awakening; rather, we might understand their solitude to be a form of self-reliance 

                                                        
13 See helpful discussion in Fujita Kotatsu, trans. Leon Hurvitz, ‘One Vehicle or Three?’ 
Journal of Indian Philosophy 3/1-2 (1985) 79-166. 
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that led to an independent realisation of the dhamma, outside of any formal study or 
practice. Such an understanding would be entirely consistent with what we see of how 
their realisation came about, through a direct experience or spontaneous moment of 
meditation. The emphasis of their name, then, is on an experiential and personal 
awakening, rather than a preference for social isolation or a reluctance to engage with 
others; indeed I might go so far as to suggest “independent buddha” as an alternative 
translation. 
 Alongside solitude, another key association with paccekabuddhas that is often found 
in the (limited) scholarship on these figures is the idea that they were included in Buddhist 
literature – and in the schema of types of awakening – as a way of dealing with non-
Buddhist or pre-Buddhist ascetics. This view is shared in slightly varied forms by K. R. 
Norman, Richard Gombrich, and Fujita Kotatsu, amongst others.14 In some jātaka stories, 
paccekabuddhas appear to slot into a narrative gap, too, serving as generic “best renouncers” 
or “best recipients of gifts” in a time necessarily devoid of buddhas and arhats.15 This notion 
of paccekabuddhas being imported to fill gaps led Katz to suggest that the idea that 
paccekabuddhas do not teach may actually be meant to imply only that they do not teach 
the Buddhist dhamma, and so they function as a Buddhist way of including non-Buddhists.16 
 However, although there is evidence that the term pratyekabuddha/paccekabuddha 
entered from outside the Buddhist tradition, it is not necessarily the case that the concept 
was imported. As Reginald Ray argues, the notion of pratyekabuddhas preserves what would 
appear to be a previously acceptable model of awakening best described as a forest saint, 

                                                        
14 Norman, ‘The Pratyeka-Buddha in Buddhism and Jainism’; Richard F. Gombrich’s review 
of Kloppenborg, The Paccekabuddha, in Orientalistische Literaturzeitung, 74/1 (1979), 78-80; 
Fujita, ‘One Vehicle or Three?’  
15 For example the Dasabrāhmaṇa-jātaka (J495) depicts a conversation between two epic 
heroes, Yudhithira (Ānanda) and wise Vidhura (the Bodhisatta), about the qualities of 
Brahmins. After much discussion of what makes “brahmins in name only” and “true 
brahmins”, the conclusion is the identification of “true” brahmins as proper holy men. The 
prose of the tale then describes Vidhura inviting 500 paccekabuddhas – the only proper holy 
men available in this context – to visit by casting flowers in the air. Similarly, in the very 
next jātaka, the Bhikkhāparampara-jātaka (J496), a king travels in disguise, trying to find out 
whether or not he is deficient in virtue. He receives a gift of food, but gives it to his 
brahmin chaplain, because he believes he is of superior virtue. The brahmin in turn gives it 
to an ascetic, and the ascetic gives it to what is referred to in the verses as a monk, but 
explained in the prose as a paccekabuddha. Once again, the paccekabuddha serves as a generic 
“best holy man” in a context when neither the Buddha nor his monks are available. 
16 Nathan Katz, Buddhist Images of Human Perfection: The Arahant of the Sutta Piṭaka Compared 
with the Bodhisattva and Mahāsiddha (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass 1982), 193. 
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and both these and teaching buddhas are best viewed as proto-Buddhist saints. As he puts 
it, ‘the pratyekabuddha and former buddhas together represent the two categories of saint 
with which Buddhism sees a direct and lineal connection’.17 Martin Wiltshire, in a book-
length study of pratyekabuddhas that contains much valuable analysis despite a highly 
problematic historical thesis, sums up the likely move very neatly: As he argues, initially 
the śramaṇa traditions allowed for the existence of a variety of awakened beings who had 
achieved awakening through their own efforts. However, as the early Buddhist tradition 
sought to establish itself as unique, the idea of multiple awakened beings became 
incompatible with a buddhology that prioritized the Buddha as founder and teacher, and as 
a figure believed to be necessary to the achievement of nirvāṇa by others. So the 
paccekabuddha concept was created to allow for appreciation of these other legendary 
awakened beings, without undermining the growing “cultus” surrounding the founder 
figure. Furthermore, the idea that pratyekabuddhas do not teach (and indeed that they can 
only arise in times of no Buddha teaching) was then promulgated as a way to ensure that 
only the Buddha’s dhamma has authority.18 
 The characterisation of paccekabuddhas in Pāli narrative supports this 
understanding. Not only do we find no support for the idea that paccekabuddhas do not 
teach, we see that the realisations they have – and the teachings that they give – are 
entirely in line with the Buddhist dhamma, albeit not expressed in scripture or learning. 
Indeed, as we have already noted, the main realisation achieved by paccekabuddhas is about 
the benefits of renunciation and the overcoming of sense desires, due to the impermanence 
of the world and the dangers of attachment to it. They would appear, therefore, to be 
entirely Buddhist, and this has pros and cons: while they provide no challenge in terms of 
alternative or contradictory teachings, they do challenge the idea of the Buddha as a being 
uniquely able to reveal and explain the dhamma. 

Indeed, there is evidence of some unease about the status of paccekabuddhas in the 
narrative sources. As we noted earlier, the inability of the Bodhisatta to achieve awakening 
even after being inspired into renunciation by a teaching paccekabuddha implies a certain 
inferiority, even if this is simply due to the restrictions of the jātaka genre. In some stories 
we see evidence that the genre-conventions of the Jātakas have created a dilemma around 
the identification of the hero of the tale: In the Mahā-Janaka-jātaka (J539), for example, the 

                                                        
17 Reginald A. Ray, Buddhist Saints in India: A Study in Buddhist Values and Orientations (New 
York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 239. 
18 Martin G. Wiltshire, Ascetic Figures Before and In Early Buddhism: The Emergence of Gautama as 
the Buddha (Berlin and New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1990), especially chapter 3 and 
Conclusion. The helpful survey of sources and comment that Wiltshire presents in this, his 
doctoral thesis turned book, has been largely ignored thanks to the deeply flawed historical 
thesis that underpins the work. 
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renouncer King Janaka has so many associations with paccekabuddhas – including 
awakening through signs, teaching through signs, and pursuing a wholly solitary form of 
renunciation – that he must originally have been understood to be a paccekabuddha, as he is 
considered in other narrative traditions. However, in the jātaka he is the clear hero of the 
story, and so becomes identified with the Bodhisatta, limiting his attainment within the 
narrative.19 Another slant on the relative status of different characters is found in the 
Gaṅgamāla-jātaka (J421) when a king’s former barber, now a paccekabuddha, uses a familiar 
form of address to greet the king (the Bodhisatta), much to the disdain of the king’s 
mother. The king has to explain the proper hierarchy to his family, placing himself below 
Gaṅgamāla. Clearly this demonstrates the superiority of paccekabuddha-barber over 
Bodhisatta-king, yet perhaps the message is really about the superiority of spiritual 
attainments over social status, rather than of paccekabuddhas over the Bodhisatta. Indeed, 
the question is rather differently addressed in the Mahāmora-jātaka (J491), in which the 
Bodhisatta-as-peacock is explicitly said to have better understanding than a hunter-
become-paccekabuddha this appears to be a direct rebuttal of other stories in which 
paccekabuddhas teach the Bodhisatta, 

The question of paccekabuddhas’ status is addressed in a different manner in the 
Apadāna, where a clever move is made to explain how in fact these teachers are themselves 
dependent on buddhas. As the Buddha explains in a series of verses, paccekabuddhas arise 
because they honoured past buddhas but did not attain liberation at that time. This, the 
verses imply, explains why all they need to tip them over into awakening is a small object 
of meditation, and why they are able to attain awakening without the teaching of a 
buddha.20 This explanation neatly shows the paccekabuddhas up to be slow or incomplete 
sāvakas! That this explanation was developed only after the proliferation of stories about 
paccekabuddhas is demonstrated by the general lack of interest in the past lives of 
paccekabuddhas in Pāli literature. Only six verses of the Sutta Nipāta have associated stories 
that tell of past lives of paccekabuddhas in the time of Buddha Kassapa, though since most of 
these relate to groups of paccekabuddhas, we discover the past lives of twenty-five 
paccekabuddhas.21 I have not found any jātaka stories that tell of the past-lives of 
paccekabuddhas, who are instead associated with immediate and present awakening; there 
are, however, several references to past-life encounters that other people have with 

                                                        
19 For a full discussion of his very complex story, which draws together many of the 
associations with the paccekabuddhas, see Appleton, Shared Characters, Chapter 6. 
20 See translation in Kloppenborg, The Paccekabuddha, 13-15. 
21 The Avadānaśataka and Divyāvadāna have several stories about people gaining 
pratyekabodhi as a result of service to a buddha. 
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paccekabuddhas, and the karmic repercussions of serving or disparaging such holy men,22 a 
theme also present in other narrative collections especially in Sanskrit. 
 Thus it would seem that concerns about the relative status of paccekabuddhas and 
the founding figure of the Buddhist sāsana (or his predecessors, the buddhas of past ages) 
troubled at least some narrative compilers. However, their efforts to show the superiority 
of the Bodhisatta, or the ultimate dependence of paccekabuddhas on “full” buddhas, cannot 
detract from the picture we get of these characters as accomplished renouncers, and 
dedicated teachers. 
 
Teaching 
 
We have already seen the remarkable consistency in terms of the content of the 
paccekabuddhas’ teachings: the main message we find is about the benefits of reducing sense 
desires, ideally through renunciation, occasionally with an emphasis on the benefits of 
solitary practice. Overcoming sense desires – whether in the form of lust, greed, hatred, 
attachment, or pride – enables one to be moral and successful, free from fear and 
attachment, and, ultimately, free from saṃsāra. In contrast, we learn that being subject to 
desires and attachments will lead to moral transgressions, pain, fear, hellish rebirths, or 
being eaten alive by demonesses. We have also seen some interesting characteristics of the 
form of the paccekabuddhas’ teachings, for while they do teach using words, their teachings 
are not extensive, and they also often mix in the use of images or signs, and emphasise the 
need for a personal and experiential appreciation of the dhamma. So what have we learned 
more generally about teaching from these dialogues with solitary buddhas? 
 One important lesson is around the importance of a personal encounter. All the 
teachings are given in person, and often involve more than words. Words can be combined 
with – or replaced by – surprising actions, such as taking someone’s seat, demonstrating 
supernormal power,23 or being unmoved by disgusting food or terrifying noises. They can 
also feature alongside imagery and signs, such as an entangled bamboo thicket, or an 
empty hut. The paccekabuddha’s own encounter with such signs, which often led to their 
own profound realisation, is also described to others as an example and a teaching. All this 

                                                        
22 For example J531 Kusa-jātaka contains an explanation for Kusa being ugly and despised by 
his wife; in J489 Suruci-jātaka we hear that a man and his son had fortunate rebirths as a 
result of supporting paccekabuddhas in the past; in J442 Saṃkha-jātaka the merit is more 
immediate, with the brahmin Saṅkha (the Bodhisatta) saved from a shipwreck thanks to 
the merit of a gift given to a paccekabuddha at the beginning of his journey. 
23 In Sanskrit sources the supernormal powers of pratyekabuddhas is a more prominent 
theme, and a miraculous display is often enough to inspire a spontaneous gift and 
aspiration. 
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is done in person, in an exchange that forces the audience to think differently and 
challenge their assumptions. And all this takes place without reference to institutions or 
scriptures. As Ray puts it, “the pratyekabuddha knows nothing of memorized or written 
texts, and his instruction is spontaneous and situational, suited to the time, place, and 
needs of the listener.”24 
 That listener is not only within the narrative, of course, but also outside it. While 
audiences within the story respond by striving to overcome their attachments, usually by 
becoming a renouncer and often going on to attain paccekabodhi themselves, what outcome 
is expected for the external audience? While paccekabodhi is, by definition, not available in 
this current time of Buddha-teachings, the general lessons about desire and the pain that it 
brings is central to the Buddhist worldview, and resonate just as well with external 
audiences as internal ones. The renunciation or withdrawal or self-control of these 
independent buddhas might even look easy enough to emulate, as well as demonstrating 
the timeless applicability of the correct understanding of experience. And all the potent 
images and enigmatic verses that feature in the stories prompt external audiences to 
reconsider their own experiences of the world. 
 Teaching, then, is far from the communication of knowledge, and learning is not by 
memorisation. Rather, teaching enables the audience to experience for themselves the 
realisation already achieved by the teacher. We might think of it as a form of 
apprenticeship, except that the encounter is usually brief and spontaneous. More helpful, 
then, is to note the striking resonances with the modern pedagogical theory of “dialogue 
education” or “dialogic learning”, in which the need for active participation of the learner 
takes centre stage. This approach, which was developed with adult education in mind, 
emphasizes that teachers do not try to pour knowledge into learners, but instead provoke 
them into relating their own experiences to new ideas or concepts, using their learning to 
transform them. Perhaps rather than non-Buddhist ascetics or selfish silent sages, 
paccekabuddhas were actually pedagogic forerunners!25 
 
 
 

                                                        
24 Ray, Buddhist Saints in India, 225. However, many of Ray’s other comments about 
paccekabuddhas as non-verbal teachers seem to ring more true in relation to Sanskrit 
materials than Pāli ones, for example his argument (on p.224) that: ‘Through the activity of 
presenting himself for darśan by the laity, the pratyekabuddha is in fact teaching the 
dharma. It is this kind of direct, visual teaching, rather than verbal instruction, that 
primarily characterizes what the pratyekabuddha has to transmit to the laity.’ 
25 Of course, we might ask to what extent the teaching methods of paccekabuddhas differ 
from those of the Buddha, and that is a question I am still musing on. 
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Conclusion 
 

The many Buddhist stories in which paccekabuddhas enter into dialogues with others 
demonstrate that they are far from the silent sages that their reputation suggests. Rather, 
they have a rich ability to communicate their realisation of bodhi to others, through words 
and through signs, and for great benefit. Indeed, one of the things that they teach us is that 
teaching can work best when it is interactive, and when it makes demands on the person 
taught, prompting them to look at the world differently. We might even take this a stage 
further and suggest that the paccekabuddhas seem often to be teaching that a teaching 
alone cannot encapsulate the dharma, and that realisation of the dharma has to be a 
personal experience. What they offer, therefore, is an account of their own personal 
realisation, or a provocation that leads a person to experience a similar realisation. Often 
the provocation takes the form of a sign, and sometimes these signs are explicitly referred 
to using the same terminology applied to meditation objects. And, we learn, a sign can be as 
powerful as a word, and a word can be as powerful as ten words, if it is well chosen and 
suited to the audience. A dialogue need not be loud or vociferous in order to persuade or 
transform. 

And why is this characterisation of paccekabuddha teachers only found in Pāli 
literature? This is at first glance surprising, given the emphasis in such literature on the 
Buddha as the source of all dhamma. Of the few attempts to remind audiences of the 
superiority of the Buddha, perhaps the most striking is the statement in the Apadāna that 
the reason paccekabuddhas can become awakened so easily is because they were all formerly 
monks in the saṅgha of a past buddha. Yet rather than rejecting their awakening as inferior 
to the Buddha – as became standard in the Mahāyāna, of course – or simply using them as 
generic “best recipients” in a time between Buddhisms, Pāli literature shows a genuine 
interest in paccekabuddhas as real three-dimensional characters whose awakening can teach 
us something valuable in a way that differs from – but is entirely in line with – the teaching 
of the Buddha.  
 
 
 


