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15
Concept of Rebirth in Pythagorean
and Upanisadic philosophy
Shakuntala M. Gawde

Pythagoras, one of the most famous figures in ancient Greek Philosophy,
lived from 570 to 480 BCE'. Pythagoras was the first man to call himself a
philosopher literally the lover of wisdom.? His popular image of today is that
of mathematician but in his own days he was more famous as philosopher and
spiritual leader. In fact science and philosophy were not distinct for Pythagoras.
Mathematical investigations were the means to attain philosophical aim.
Pythagorean concepts of soul, afterlife, transmigration, reincarnation etc. greatly
influenced later Greek philosophers like Plato and Aristotle. .
Upanisads are the perennial sources of the Indian philosophy. Upanisads
undoubtedly represent the highest product of the Indian mind. Ten out of
- 108 Upanisads are traditionally known as principal Upanisads.® Scholars
take them to be the most ancient ones, because Sankara has commented on
them.* AitUp, KauUp, ChUp, KenUp, TaiUp, BrUp, I$Up, and Kath-Up were
. composed as early as the 8th and 7th centuries BCE and predate Buddha.
According to Radhakrishnan, any exact date cannot be assigned to Upanisads.
The earliest of them are certainly pre-buddhistic and some of them are post =
Buddha.® Though it is very difficult to decide the time period of Upanisads;
it may be fixed between 1200 to 600 BCE which is just prior to the rise of
Buddhism. Both Pythagorean and Upanisadic systems have deliberated on the
eschatological issues like afterlife, fate of the soul, rebirth and immortality.
Striking similarities existing in both these compel us to think of cross influences
between the Pythagorean and Indian Concepts of reincarnation. Keith is not |
willing to accept borrowing on either side, however, observes- ‘The fact that
‘m;o ;ountries were not separated by uncrossed deserts or seas is so far in favour
oft i : 7
e e
o parallelism rather than theory of borrowal or common
origin.* As Radhakrishnan has rightly said-
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Whether or not we accept the hypothesis of direct @umcc from Indjy
through Persia on the Greeks a student of Orphic afld Pythag(}r?an
thought cannot fail to see that the similaritics. between it and the .Indlan
religion are so close as to warrant our regarding thcfn as expressiong of
the same view of life. We can use the one system to interpret the other, ¢

In this light the aim of this article is to set forth some similaritieg througy,
conceptual, structural analysis of rebirth eschatology from philosophica] Outlook
on the basis of comparative study.

Concept of Soul
Dualism is the philosophical standpoint in which the soul anq body are
considered two distinct entities. Body diminishes but soul survive

S at the time
of death. This view provides hope for afterlife issues.

Pythagorean Concept of Soul
Early Greek philosophers held that the soul has three con

Pphrei and thumos. Nous is the thinking or rational
part and thumos the passionate or feeling part. Ani
later two parts but humans are believed to have al]
which is immortal and saig to survive after death.

This doctrine of tripartite soul which
to be originally invented by Pythagorcan

Pythagoreans ag they declqred that “body is the tomb of the Soy]*!! Plato has

referred to this view Wwhile saying life ig actually a death and death is actually
temporary freedom til] attaining the next birth,

stituents or parts: noys,
part, phren the Perceiving
mals are said to haye only
three. Nous is the only part

is generally ascribed to Plato seems
5.0 Soul-body dualism is adopted by

Upanisadic Concept of Sou
ems to be collective term for sen,

ses, mind and intellect
lect is immorta], Division of by

ddhi (intellect), manas
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in equivalence with intellect, minq .
y " ' I senses but it tran 13 12
explains the superiority of soy] over the body scends all these.” IsUp

bodiless, Without wound and sinews, tajntless
ruler of mind, transcendent and self.

3 . '
The soul is all pervasive, pure,
, untouched by sin, omniscient,

existent." Here the words like akay
. am,
am, asnaviram show i c
avranam, rams Its extreme contrast to the body. KathUp explicates

that the soul is 1101: injured even though body is killed" which is afterwards
cchoed by BhGit.'"* Munda U;}also states that wise realize the soul cverywhere
which cannot be perceived and grasped, which is without birth, features, eyes
and ears and which is neither hands nor feet and which is eternal, all-pervasive,

extremely subtle, undiminishing and the source of all."” All these references
correspond to the view of psychological dualism.

Rebirth or Metempsychosis

Oxford English Dictionary gives the meaning of rebirth as ‘new birth or
beginning or revival’.'"® The term metempsychosis is derived from Greek -
metempsukhosis, from meta- (expressing change) en ‘in’ psuché ‘soul’.
Oxford English Dictionary defines this term as ‘the supposed transmigration
at death of the soul of a human being or animal into a new body of the same
or a different species’."” Generally this term is only used within the context of
Greek Philosophy.

Pythagorcan Metempsychosis
Pythagoras has written nothing about himself or his philosophy. Whatever we
know about Pythagorcan thoughts is through the fragments of later philosophers,
historians and biographers. Reports of Herodotus, Heraclides, Porphyry and
Empedocles about Pythagorcan metempsychosis are necessary to analyze in

this case.

i. Account of Herodotus (484 BCE—425 BCE)

Herodotus renowned historian, has reported about rebirth doctrine prevalent
’

i : has recorded that Egyptians were the
among ancient Greeks. Herodotus ® . . |
the doctrine of reincarnation and immortality. Some

fi to embrace ot il
irst people to ¢ Herodotus and deny the Egyptian origin of

scholars contradict the opinion 0
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they

asing in concealin
inat e is wickedLy teasing 1fi COTCEAUNE the nap,
metempsychosis

20 7 -
of its Greek advocates. . g8 of Greeks who believed in Congeyy
itated to WITLC
Herodotus hest

“There are SOmMe Greeks who have ygeq thig
of reincarnation. He = that{}?‘n of their own. I know their names but wiyy
story, as though it were Sﬂn;{e r:’ ditus has not mentioned the name of any of
not write down.” Though : ers have concluded that this account matcheg With
“he Greck philosophers, s(;hf:ui seems to refer to a specific doctrine of repjyy,
that of Pythagoras. Herfil -:r one that had a fixed cycle of 3,000 years during
wit"n which hGIW::S i::i:arr,lated in land, sea and air creatures, which s 3 go
:: ;::;:tz:;?nji births that end up in a human reincarnation.

ii. Account of Heraclides (c. 390 BCE — ¢. 310 BCE)
Heraclides of Pontus or Ponticus, a student of Plato and a m.embelj of Academy
speaks of Pythagoras’s previous lives. Diogenes I._,aertlust blographf;'r of
Pythagoras hés given the detailed account of Heraclides stating all previous
births of Pythagoras and his power of retro-cognition. Pythagoras’s divine
power of retro-cognition is due to the boon given by Hermes in an early
reincarnation. First he was Aethalides then he became Homeric hero Euphorbys,

After this he had to go through animal, plant lives as well as human bodies.
Nexc his soul entered Hermotimus then P

yrrhus, a Delian fisherman and
finally he became Pythagoras, 2

According to this account, one can be rebomn
as an animal or human without

going through a complete cycle. lamblichus
has also reported that Pythagora

Pythagoras reminded many fami lives, before it was bound

to this body.? Power of retro-cognition wag Possessed by
and it was necessary to attain freedom,

iii. Account of Xenophanes:
) of Xenophane
metempsychosjs,
‘And they say that Onee as he wag pacc:
fglt compassion and sajq thi
friend whic, I Tecognized y

S gave tremendous importance to memory.
lies their previous

some philosophers

(c. 570-560 BCE)

Y a puppy being beaten, he

don’t beat it, since it is the soul of a
DG it cry oyt *2¢

8: “Stop,
Pon hearj
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ing to m -
Acc:urdlnﬁ ) raf: scholars, Xenophanes is ridiculing Pythagoras but his
.account shades light on the Pythagorean metempsychosis.* It also proves that

pythagoras attributed psychological functions such as thinking and feeling to
the souls. |

iv. Account of Empedocles: (c. 492 BCE)

We find the fullest account of Metempsychosis in the report of Empedbcles

who is said to be a Pythagorean. Empedocles who possessed the divine power

of retro-cognition says that he was a boy, girl, bush and fish in previous

births. Thus he has gone through both animal and vegetable incarnations. He
emphasized the importance of vegetarianism in order to escape the cycle of
Necessity which lasts for 30,000 years.?® He associated the vicious cycle of
rebirth with bloodshed and non-vegetarianism.

v. Account of Porphyry (232/233 C. E.)
Doctrine of Eternal Recurrence is something very novel theory propounded
by Pythagoras. Pythagoras believed that “after certain period, the things that
have happened once; happen again and nothing is absolutely new’. According
to this particular doctrine, we or the whole world will be reborn into lives that
are exactly the same as those we are living and have already lived. Porphyry,

a biographer of Pythagoras says in this connection-

But especially well-known among all were first that they said that the

soul was immortal, next, that it went across to other kinds of animals,

and. in addition to these, that what had once taken place takes place again

according to certain cycles (periodous), but that nothing is altogether new
‘and that is necessary t0 consider all existing living things (empsycha) to

te kin (homogene). For it appears that the first to bring this teaching to

Greece was Pythagoras.”’

Doctrine of eternal recurrence
a times we feel that we have cxperienced this in

in future.

i also a matter of belief and experience. Many
the past or this might happen
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Comparison with Upanisadic Rebirth: .
After examining the rebirth accounts given by Herodotus, Po.tphyry, ‘Herachd'es,
Xenophanes and Empedocles, we come t0 certain conclfjsmn.s - Fixed period
of cycle - There is fixed pre-determined cycle of rebirth in which 2 Sfml ha.s to
move for certain period of years to attain human birth and finally liberation.
This fixed period is known as ‘Cycle of Necessity’ which lasts for 3,000 years
according to Herodotus and 30,000 years according to Empedocles.
No fixed cycle of particular years is assumed by Upanisads in rebirth theory.
A person can attain rebirth of any kind of creature dependent merely on his
karmans. There is no specific order mentioned in the Upanisads through which
soul has to go. Association of karmans with rebirth is too strong in Upanisads
that other details like the order of rebirths or period of cycle become irrelevant,
Soul merely due to his own karmans get entangled in the vicious circle of rebirth,

Importance of human birth - In Pythagorean eschatology, human birth is
considcred the last and gateway to attain release from this cycle. It may be that
if soul fails to revive its purity in human birth then it has again go through this
cycle of 3,000 or 30,000 years which contains birth of land, sea, air creatures,
plants etc. and then he will attain human reincarnation.

It is a general belief in India that soul gets incarnated in human birth after
transmigrating into 84 lac different yonis of animals, plants etc. Therefore
hurr:an birth is very difficult to obtain so it should be utilized to attain salvation.
Liberation is not possible in any other species being deprived of buddhi.
Vivekacudamani opens with the stanza emphasizing the importance of human
birth and says that human birth is very much difficult to obtain®

god’s grace one gets human birth?
himself in some selfish actions.

and it is by
and a foolish person wastes it in engaging
*Vedanta philosophy has given importance to
human birth and considered it very much precious and responsible for salvation.

Action and Rebirth - Association of actions and rebirth can be seen in
Pythagorean eschatology. Pythagoras was particular about the behaviour of his
disciples. Before admitting them in his school, they had to go through certain

probationary period. They had to follow silence and asceticism. After rigorous

scrutiny, students were classified into the groups like Akousmatikoi (listeners)
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g mathematikoi (mathematicians). Those who failed were declared 4
Clared dead and |

omb Was raised in their name.

?eport' of Xenol?l'fanesj gives us faint glimpse of association of actions with
rebirth. 11 clearly stated in the account of Xenophanes that Pythagoras’s fi 3.
who Was . go'% reincarnated as a dog in his next birth. It meizza;:s : e:l: |
O'f ret::i:: Z:: ittslf;]sp:z:tneilc%la]:;cal which will pass the soul from land,};ea,
air r in the actions

Account of Empedocles which links the :;c::a;? [::: iy 'thc p'e o

. essity with bloodshed
is the stronger evidence to show the association of action and rebirth.

Plato (c. 428/427 -348/347 BCE) has developed certain ideas about
transmigration on the basis of Pythagorean views. Plato unambiguously
declared the doctrine of metempsychosis and linked it with the character and .
actions of the person. It goes closer to the upanisadic doctrine of karman and
rebirth. He says that souls of the wicked get imprisoned in the body according to
their characters in previous lives. If they have cultivated gluttony, drunkedness,
and iechery and have not taken pains to avoid them then they enter into the
births of donkeys and of that sort. Those who practice injustice, tyranny, robbery
enter in the form of wolves, hawks and kites.”'

Intrinsic relation between karmans and rebirth is well established in the

discussion of Artabhaga and yijfiavalkya in BrUp. If everything vanishes

then what exactly remains on the basis of which soul attains new birth. This

# - . 32
question instigated an elaborate discussion between rtabhga and Y2) navalkyg.
nsible for getting a new

d that mere action becomes respo
d birth and bad actions result in bad birth.”

who have good residual results
d womb, the womb of a

Yijfiavalkya conclude

birth. Good actions result in g00
ChaUp also says in this sense that “Those
y::lcarania.'h)3‘1 quickly reach a 00 '
brahmana, ksatriya or vai§ya. Those having bad residual results of actions
i . ] -1 [ . h 0 |
(kaptyacaranah-) quickly reach an evil womb, the womb of @ dog, a hog or

; e here
a candala.® Again it 1S said in ChaUp that whatever these creatures ar

i i fly or mosquito that they
tiger, lion, wolf, boar or worm or flymng

of actions (ramani

insect OT gad-

become again.*
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of the third path i.e. Jyayasva mriyasva

h is meant for those who neither go by

is whol
devayana (path of gods) nor by pitryana (path of fathers). This whole process

is extremely painful as the process Of pirths and deflths of srn.all crean::-es is
overwhelmed with many sufferings and there is no time for enjoyment.’’ One
gold, one who drinks wine, one who disrespects the preceptor’s

these four fall and also the fifth one

3 Br Up says that those who

ChaUp has given description
(the path of recurrent births)- This pa

who steals
and one who injures a brihmana, all
is third path.
hs and all oft-biting creatures.”

f metempsychosis and its

wife
who associates with them, attains th

do not know two paths become insects, mot

These references are evident about the doctrine 0

relation with action prevailing in Upanisadic eschatology.

_ | Immortality of the Soul _
Pythagoras.bclicvcd in the immortal soul which is originally pure but gets
polluted in bodily existence. Therefore escapLing the Cycle of Necessity by
attaining purification was very important for him. He defined various means

to attain perfect wisdom, purification and eventually immortality.

| Means of attaining Immortality
Cessation from the cycle of rebirth being very important; both the systems have

deliberated on certain means to attain release.’

to Olympic Ga ifeis li
- mes. Life is like the gathering at the Olympic festi
me to buy and sell, the middle to compete and e i )

watch. So the greatest purification is he the best group is who simply

disinterested knowledge, the man who
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Metaphor of Two Birds: This reminds us the Upanisadic illustration of two
birds wherein one enjoys sweet fruits of the tree and another justsitting observes

everything in detached manner Thus, detachment (vairagya) is considered
to be one of the means to attain immortality.

| Purification of the Soul

Purification of the soul was something very important for Pythagoras. Soul is
naturally pure but it gets pollﬁted due to the blemishes of body. It is necessary
to revive the original nature of the soul. Purified soul has the power to converse
with Gods. Pythagoras was curious to heal and purify the soul and to save its
divine part.* Human beings arc blessed with unique reasoning power which
1s not possessed by animals and plants. Therefore human beings are divine
and it is the human birth in which salvation is possible. Except rational part,
rest of the man is an animal which is naturally full of impulses, desires and
passions. He requires therefore the consistent inspection and government.*
Therefore, self-control and thoughtful use of intcllect becomes helpful to keep
the intellect pure.

Viveka (power of discrimination) has been thought as significant in
Upanisads for attaining the Supreme goal of moksa. The famous metaphor
of the chariot on the human body is skilfully employed in KathUp. Chariot
is assumed as the body and the individual soul is master of the chariot. The
intellect is the charioteer. The sense organs are the horses fastened to the
chariot and the reins with which thc intellect guides.*® The intellect which is
the charioteer should not be driven by senses or mind. They can dissuadc the
charioteer from its true goal. |

When intellect becomes discriminative and remains pure from the blemishes

of mind and senses then it can attain proper destination.

Dietary Restrictions
Purification of the soul can be achieved through dietary restrictions. Pythagoras
ordered to abstain from animal food, wine etc. which are hostile to the reasoning
power and impede the chastity and purity of the soul.*’ Dietary habits are always
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) Healthy food results in healthy body and

mind and soul . +ed in Ch Up - ‘the food stuff

oul. Food and behavior ar€ lmkf: el wT—
e .our thoughts; SO the behavioul .
that we eat reflects

f foo
1o raiasika and tamasika. These threc types O et T .
S Git states that sattva guna results! . i
relevant thoughts. Bl -! . ance® Sttvika diet is prescribed for the sa :,
grecdim.:SS one tamf;s iltnplﬁongs life, intellect, health, happiness and lc::c.
i;::s‘i/ll:;affzg ;:uld be avoided as it takes you a“,(a? e go-al. ‘;;:
_the purity of intellect, the purity of religion and the purity 0

:< the ladder to the highest goal, the ultimate reality.

- linked with the bodys

ds are responsible for

gives us purity
soul. Good or pure food

The chain can be pointed out as follows-

1 5l
Good food — Good thoughts — Good actions — a noble way 10 moksa.

Strict Vegetarianism

Pythagoreans were banned from cating animals. He ordained not to injure
animals but to preserve justice towards them. A logical explanation of strict
vegetarianism in case of Pythagoreans is hidden in the belief in metempsychosis.
The soul of the dead friend or ancestors might be living in the body one intends
to eat. Empedocles also emphasized the fact that one should be free from
bloodshed in order to escape from rebirth cycle. Eating meat is prohibited in
ManuS§ and it gives very interesting etymology of the word ‘mamsa’ i.c. mamsa
bhal.cga).(itﬁ. It means one who is caten by me in this world; I will become food
of him in the other world,

The 1‘dea behind Pythagoreun rule of strict vegetarianism is the kinship
of all animals. One should not cultivate the vision of

beings is the prime thought of Upanisads,

but the Self** or “All is Brahman®.

each and ing>, The visi i

) n c\ée;ythmg’ . The vision of difference of any sort is considered as
orance, Cha i 2 i

.gn c¢. Cha Up, with the illustrations of clay, gold and iron explains the

one ess i 1
S$ence in many things.® One who has

difference. Unity of all
v They have declared that “All is
Isa Up declares the existence of lord in

Scanned with CamScanner



t of Rebirth i ) M -
Concept of Rebirth in Pythagorean and Upanisadic philosophy 159

s f:ommentary says thata person being deluded by ignorance sees differences
which are natural to the lim iting adjuncts, feels such differences and such a

pcrsQn 15 subject to repeated births and deaths.** Hence the vision of difference
acts as the gateway to new birth.

Abstaining from beans

Pythagoras has a very curious and mystic taboo regarding the abstinence
from beans. Scholars have interpreted this symbol of Pythagoras, ‘not to eat
beans’ in various ways. According to Jamblichus, beans restrict us to converse
with the Gods and divine prophecy. Some explanations point to supposed
similarities between humans and beans.* Heraclides explains the Pythagorean
ban on beans by the curious superstition that if a bean is laid in a ncw tomb
and covered with dung for forty days, it takes the appearance of a man.®
W. K. C. Guthrie has added some other opinions in this case - There was a
Pythagorean saying attributed to Orpheus that eating beans is like cating the
heads of one’s parents, perhaps a reference to an ancestral life force contained
in the head. Beans resembled testicles; they resembled the gates of Hades or
the whole universe. Porphyry connected this fact with the return of souls from
beneath the earth. They are of windy or breathy nature and hence full of the life
force. They contain the souls of the dead. Porphyry and others adduced the belief
that if chewed and left in the sun, a bean would give of an odor of semen.*' In
short, beans are suggestive of new existence and chain of continuous rebirths.
Abstaining from beans is for the sake of keeping us away from descent into
the realms of generation.”? Thercfore, Pythagoras ordained strict ban on beans.

Idea of beans causing rebirth has parallel thought in upanisadic rebirth
eschatology. Descent of the soul on carth is described in Chd Up in symbolic
manner with reference to paficagnividya (doctrine of five fires).”

Cha Up and Br Up describe paths by which soul of the dead transmigrates.
Devayana is the path of liberation particularly for the worshipper of Saguna

Brahman. Pitryanais the path of rebirth and for those who engaged themselves

in philanthropic works. Souls ascending by devayana do not come again S0

there is no descending. Pitryana has both ascending and descending ways.
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i is described as given below:
ding of the soul is descri
:sce‘n l gNight —» Dark fortnight — Six months of the southemn path of the
MoKe — :
sun — Region of Fathers — Ether — Moon.

Descending of the soul is also described with details a.s given b'clow:

Ether — Air — Smoke— White — cloud — Rain —--> Rfce/bfirley
— man — woman — born on the earth. Descending souls with their r§:51dua1
karmans are born on this earth as paddy, barley, trees, sesame, pulses etc.5
Here also beans are the place in which soul enters and takes rebirth. Beans a_re
condemned in the Nirukta through their etymological explanation.®®

Mathematics and Music |
Science and philosophy blended together in Pythagorean School. According to-
Pythagoras, scientific theories and investigations open the eye of the soul and
purify the intellect.% Pythagoreans invented the number theory as the key to
the riddle of the universe. His Metaphysics was based on Mathematics. ‘Al ig

number’ was the mystic formula of Pythagoras. Pythagoras believed th

at just
as medicine purges the body,

music purges the soul if it is used in appropriate
manner. Pythagoras devised certain melodies, verses of Hesiod and Homer as
remedies against passions or impurities of the soul.

were the means to purify the soul in order to attain i

as the means towards cessation from rebirth and a
Hence,

** Mathematics and music
mmortality. Science acted
way towards liberation.

science was subservient to the Highest philosophical goals, -

minds of Upanisadic seers
come to the same conclusions. Concept
arman is deeply rooteq in Upanisadic

. Concepts of cternal recurrence, retro-
a

Upanisadi

and Pythagoreans mj ght have (almost)
of rebirth and its connection with k

nisads byt they are of much importance
¢idea of Liberat; on is cessation from the
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Concept of Rebirth in Pythagorean and Upanisadic philosophy 161

cycle of samsara. Upanisads have devised certain means for attaining complete
freedo‘m from bondages of life. Various upasanas, knowledge of Brahman
cessation fr(:Jm desires, self-control etc, are the means prescribed by Upanisad;
for-preventlng the cycle of rebirth and attaining freedom. Pythagoras'has
deliberated on certain means like pure vegetarianism, scientific investigations,
detachment and self-control. These are the means to realize pure and divine
nature of soul and attain salvation.

.Unlxkc many western philosophers who gave prime importance to rational
philosophy; Pythagoras invented the spiritual, symbolic, mystical as well as
practical philosophy which goes very much closer to the Upanisads. '
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