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Aristotle and the Pythagorean Myths of Metempsychosis

This paper aims to analyze the tradition of the theory of the immortality of the soul
and its metempsychosis, with the intention, on the one hand, of determining whether
it can be traced back to the practice and doctrine of proto-Pythagoreanism, and on the
other hand, of understanding to what extent it has contributed to the definition of the
category of Pythagoreanism throughout history. The oldest testimonies attributing that
doctrine to Pythagoras suggest two different hermeneutic routes. First, although old,
the theory of the immortality of the soul, apocalyptic by its very nature, does not
imply the existence of a dogmatic system of beliefs. That is to say that throughout the
various strata of the Pythagorean tradition, the concept of this immortality
significantly differed. Second, as a result of the first route, it turned out to be
necessary to verify how the reception of the theory by later sources contributed to the
construction, through it, of the category of Pythagoreanism. The testimonies of
Xenophanes, Heraclitus, lon and Empedocles suggest that metempsychosis is quite an
old theory, corresponding to the proto-Pythagorean stratum. One finds in Aristotle the
most explicit testimony of the existence of a proto-Pythagorean theory of
metempsychosis: the use of the term mythoi to refer to the Pythagorean doctrines of
the soul suggests that Aristotle considered them sufficiently old, and therefore in all
probability proto-Pythagorean. The Aristotelian lexicon ultimately will reveal proto-
Pythagoreanism as the source of the doctrines of the immortality of the soul and its
transmigration.

References

Cornelli, G. (2013). In search of Pythagoreanism: Pythagoreanism as a
historiographical category. De Gruyter, Berlin.

Casadio, G. (1991). La metempsicosi tra Orfeo e Pitagora’. In P. Borgeaud (org.).
Orphisme et Orphée, en I’honneur de Jean Rudhardt. Droz, Geneve: 119-155.
Riedweg, C. (2002). Pythagoras: Leben, Lehre, Nachwirkung. C. H. Beck, Munich.

Biography:
Gabriele Cornelli is Professor of Ancient Philosophy at the Department of

Philosophy, University of Brasilia (UnB). Postdoctorate in Philosophy from the
University of Campinas (UNICAMP) and the Universita degli Studi di Napoli, he is
President of the Brazilian Society of Classical Studies, Coordinator of the Post-
Graduate Programs in Philosophy (Master) and Bioethics (Master and Doctorate)
from UnB, and Editor of the Journal Archai. He coordinates the Archai UNESCO
Chair: on the Origins of Western Thought (www.archai.com.br), the GT Plato and
Platonism of the Nacional Association of Philosophy Post-Graduate Programs, and is
President of the Brazilian Plato Society (www.platao.org) and of the International
Plato Society (www.platosociety.org).



