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Who were Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans? Where did they come from, what did they believe, and most importantly—were they a cult? Let us first get acquainted with our main protagonist.

Everyone has heard of him, but who exactly was Pythagoras? He was a Greek philosopher whose teachings emphasized the immortality and transmigration of the soul, virtuous and humane behavior towards all living beings, and the concept of numbers as the ultimate truth. According to this view, mathematics not only purifies the mind but also allows us to understand the universe.

Today, Pythagoras is best known for the Pythagorean Theorem—a mathematical formula stating that the square of the hypotenuse of a right triangle equals the sum of the squares of its other two sides. Although I personally dislike geometry, this formula is widely used to measure distance and space, for example, in construction planning. Interestingly, Babylonian texts written before Pythagoras discuss the same or at least a very similar formula, which raises questions about the originality of his contributions.

Little is known about Pythagoras's life. Later authors, such as Diogenes Laërtius, attempted to compile biographies based on anecdotes and fragments from earlier works. The most comprehensive biography of Pythagoras was written by Iamblichus. Unfortunately, Iamblichus never cited his sources, making it impossible to verify many of his claims, which only adds to the intrigue surrounding Pythagoras.

The influence of Pythagoras on subsequent philosophers and the development of Greek philosophy as a whole was profound. Plato mentions Pythagoras in several works, and Pythagorean thought, as interpreted and transmitted by other ancient authors, underpins much of his philosophy. We will delve deeper into this later, but for now, just keep this in mind.

Plato's famous student, Aristotle, also incorporated Pythagorean teachings into his own philosophy. Aristotle’s works, in turn, influenced philosophers, poets, and theologians from his time through the Middle Ages and into modern times.

Though Pythagoras remains an enigmatic figure of antiquity, he is undoubtedly one of the most significant contributors to the development of philosophical and religious thought.

The Story of Pythagoras

The narrative of Pythagoras comes to us through later authors who pieced together fragments of his life, gathered from his contemporaries and students. It is known that Pythagoras was born on the island of Samos in Asia Minor, where his ancestors had settled after leaving Phocaea following a civil war in 380 BCE. He received an excellent education, as his father, Mnesarchus, was a wealthy merchant. It is possible that he studied in Babylon and Egypt and likely had access to the finest Greek teachers of his time. However, all this remains speculative, as the information comes solely from much later sources.

If there ever existed an authoritative biography of Pythagoras or original works by the man himself, they have long been lost. In truth, so many legends are associated with Pythagoras that few scholars dare to discuss his life, personality, or teachings without adding that we cannot be certain of the accuracy of our information. Yet, there is little doubt that a man named Pythagoras founded the sect of the Pythagoreans. Among those who attest to his historical existence is his younger contemporary Heraclitus, who held a rather negative view of him.

Even so, it is notoriously difficult to distinguish between the teachings of Pythagoras himself and those of his followers, the Pythagoreans. The historical existence of Pythagoras has never been seriously questioned. Xenophanes, for instance, mocked Pythagoras for his belief in reincarnation.

The challenge of discussing Pythagoras lies in separating the real man and his teachings from the mythology that surrounded him, even during his lifetime. None of Pythagoras's works—if he ever wrote anything—have survived, and the secrecy he demanded of his students ensured that the details of his teachings remained carefully hidden. The philosopher Porphyry, who wrote a later biography of Pythagoras, noted: “What he taught his disciples, no one can say for certain, for they kept remarkable silence.”

Nevertheless, the following points are widely acknowledged:


1st  He taught that the soul is immortal.

2nd It transmigrates into other forms of living beings.

3rd Events repeat themselves, and nothing is entirely new.

4th  All beings with souls are interconnected.



Pythagoras appears to have been the first to introduce these beliefs into Greece. The Greek historian Herodotus mentions Pythagoras in his Histories but notably refrains from using his name. Moreover, it is said that the Egyptians were the first to adopt the doctrine that the human soul is immortal. According to their belief, when the body perishes, the soul enters another animal being born at that moment. After completing a full cycle through the forms of creatures on land, sea, and air, the soul reenters a human body upon rebirth, completing its cycle in 3,000 years.

There are some Greeks who adopted this doctrine,

some in earlier times and some later, as though it were their own invention.  Just as with the Pythagorean Theorem, the concept of the transmigration of souls might have been borrowed. But there is a nuance: all great pre-Socratic philosophers of the mystery schools in Asia Minor were influenced by earlier traditions.

Thales, considered the first Western philosopher, studied in Babylon. Two other significant pre-Socratics, Anaximander and Anaximenes, both traveled extensively and had access to the mystery schools, where Egyptian religious thought was explored. It is, therefore, highly likely that Pythagoras' ideas were, in essence, Egyptian spirituality transferred to Greece.

The famous secrecy of Pythagoras may have been aimed at ensuring that this fact did not become widely known, thereby preserving his image as an original thinker. It is said that he was an extraordinarily charismatic and powerful speaker. His authority might have been undermined if his philosophy were revealed as merely a reworking of Egyptian beliefs.

Whether he concealed his teachings for this reason or another is impossible to determine now. It is also possible that he simply believed the masses would not understand or appreciate his ideas. Whatever the reason, his secrecy significantly enhanced his mystique and reputation.

Pythagoras’ belief in the immortality of the soul and reincarnation naturally led to a vegetarian lifestyle, emphasizing non-harm to any living being. This asceticism, which he demanded of his followers, further elevated his reputation as a holy man. He reportedly lived on nothing but honey and bread during the day, avoiding wine, and consuming vegetables—boiled or raw—only as a treat. Seafood was rarely part of his diet.

His attire was white and immaculate, as were his bed linens. Wool was used for clothing since linen was not yet available in that region. He was never seen engaging in trivial or coarse behaviors—no indulgence, intoxication, or vulgar humor.

Admittedly, this all sounds a bit austere. Diogenes Laertius describes Pythagoras as a pescatarian, occasionally consuming fish and seafood, but most ancient authors insist he was a strict vegetarian, abstaining from any meat of a living creature with a soul.

Pythagoras also practiced restraint in his thoughts, avoiding worldly pleasures such as sex and indulgent food. He sought to free himself from physical concerns to focus entirely on the perfection of the soul.

Some believed this asceticism went too far.

It is well known that Pythagoras and his followers especially abstained from consuming beans, avoiding even touching them. One story about his death claims that he refused to cross a field of beans to escape his pursuers and was killed as a result.

Diogenes also mentions a satirical critique by Xenophanes of Pythagoras’ belief in the transmigration of souls. One anecdote tells how Pythagoras once passed by a dog being beaten, cried out, and said, "Stop! Do not strike it, for it is the soul of a friend, which I recognized by its voice." For Xenophanes, who rejected reincarnation, such beliefs were as absurd as the idea that one could recognize the voice of a deceased friend in the bark of a dog.

However, for Pythagoras, vegetarianism, pacifism, and humane treatment of living beings were essential steps toward inner peace and, consequently, peace in the world. He believed humanity could never live in harmony as long as it killed, ate, and mistreated animals. To him, cruelty to animals and consuming their flesh devalued life itself.

Contemporaries and later authors regarded Pythagoras more as a mystic than the mathematician he is often portrayed as today. His school was associated with spiritual salvation and miraculous revelations. A central belief that significantly influenced Plato was that philosophical inquiry was vital for the soul’s salvation.

Pythagoras held that existence never truly changes; all things are eternal and endlessly repeat. According to an ancient writer and student of Aristotle, Eudemus of Rhodes, Pythagoras believed in eternal recurrence as a logical and mathematical necessity. Eudemus wrote:

"If one believes Pythagoras, that events repeat according to an arithmetical cycle, and that I will once again speak with you holding this same pointer in my hand, and that everything else will be exactly as it is now, it is reasonable to think that time itself will also repeat as it is now."

This belief is often interpreted as a call to carefully consider how one spends their time, as every event, great or small, must be lived again endlessly. It is possible that this was an underlying implication of Pythagorean teachings, even if Pythagoras himself did not explicitly frame it this way.

The notion of the immortality of the soul was fundamental to Pythagorean thought and influenced many writers and thinkers of ancient Greece. None, however, were as profoundly affected as Plato. It is possible that Plato began as a student of Socrates, embracing dialectics as a means to uncover truth, and later gradually adopted Pythagorean idealism. Some argue that Plato’s philosophy leaned heavily on Pythagorean ideas.

That said, it is impossible to state anything definitive in this regard, as much of what we know about Socrates comes from Plato’s dialogues, written after Socrates’ death.

When Plato had matured as a philosopher, regardless of how he encountered it, Pythagorean thought had a significant influence on his philosophy. Plato’s philosophy incorporated the concept of ultimate truth, an ethical way of life aligned with that truth, the immortality of the soul, and the necessity of salvation through philosophy and education as a form of enlightenment.

Pythagorean concepts are evident throughout Plato's works but are most prominently featured in the dialogues Meno and Phaedo. In Meno, the main character, Socrates, demonstrates the idea of recalling knowledge from past lives. He proves this by guiding an uneducated young slave to solve a geometric problem. Plato posits that if a person dies with a preserved mind, upon being reborn, they can recall what they learned in their previous life. What one perceives as learning in this life is, in reality, a recollection from past lives.

However, Plato never directly addresses a critical issue with this theory: at some point, the soul must have actually learned something, not merely remembered it. His assertion that the soul acquires knowledge in the ethereal realm between lives, and not just in mortal form, does not resolve this problem, as the soul would still need an initial learning experience, whether within or outside of this life.

The Pythagorean idea that "things are numbers" and that the physical world can be understood through mathematics is also present in Meno, not only in Socrates' interaction with the slave but also in his argument that virtue is a distinct quality inherent to all people, regardless of age, gender, or social status. Just as numbers define the known world, humans come to know reality by distinguishing between unity and duality. This idea formed the basis of Plato's famous Theory of Forms, which describes an objective realm of truth that exists beyond the material world. This realm underlies all human truths and gives them their value of authenticity.

Without this realm of forms, Plato argued, there can be no genuine truth, only opinions about what people believe to be true. For Pythagoras, mathematics was a path to enlightenment and understanding. He claimed that the number 10 represented the essence of numbers, signifying not just a unit of measurement but also a means of comprehending the universe. He observed that people count on their fingers up to ten, then return to one and begin anew. Similarly, the soul enters a body, lives for a time, dies, and returns to its point of origin to begin the cycle again.

This concept is fully developed in Phaedo, Plato’s account of Socrates’ final day in prison before his execution. In this dialogue, Plato delves deeply into the immortality of the soul and the afterlife.

From the very beginning of the dialogue, Plato establishes a connection to Pythagoras through Phlius, a city on the northeastern coast of the Peloponnesus, by choosing Echecrates of Phlius as a companion and listener in Phaedo, the narrator of the tale. Furthermore, the characters Simmias and Cebes, who are the main interlocutors of Socrates in the narrative, are Pythagoreans. By selecting Echecrates from the outset, Plato directly links the dialogue to Pythagorean thought, while through Simmias and Cebes, Pythagorean concepts are introduced and elaborated throughout the dialogue.

In one of their exchanges, Socrates engages with Cebes:

“Now answer this,” said Socrates, 

“what must be in the body for it to be alive?”

“The soul must be present,” replied Cebes.

“And this is always the case, is it not?”

“How could it be otherwise?” said Cebes.

“Therefore, whatever the soul possesses, it imparts life to it?”

“Certainly,” replied Cebes.

“Is there anything opposed to life?”

“Of course,” said Cebes.

“What is it?”

“Death.”

“Then, as we agreed earlier, the soul can never admit the opposite of what it always brings with it?”
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