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METEMPSYCHOSIS

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Philosophy, Religious Studies, Metaphysics

1. Core Definition

Metempsychosis, derived from the Greek terms meta (change) and empsychoun (to animate), is a

profound metaphysical and religious belief asserting that the soul or vital life force of a deceased

being--whether human or animal--leaves its former host upon death and subsequently enters a

new body. Fundamentally, it describes the transmigration of the soul, emphasizing the

movement of the non-physical essence across successive physical forms. While often used

interchangeably with reincarnation and rebirth, metempsychosis historically carries a broader

connotation, specifically favored by ancient Greek philosophical traditions. This term often implies

the possibility of the soul migrating between species, meaning a human soul might inhabit an

animal, or vice versa, based typically on moral or karmic necessity.

The core doctrine underlying metempsychosis is the concept of the soul's imperishability and its

independence from the physical body. Death is not seen as annihilation but merely as the

liberation of the soul from its temporary corporeal prison. This liberated soul is compelled, through

various cosmic or ethical mechanisms, to seek a new dwelling, thereby maintaining a continuous

cycle of existence. Unlike some interpretations of rebirth which focus solely on the continuation of

consciousness within the human lineage, metempsychosis, in its classical sense, is expansive,

encompassing the entire realm of living beings as potential hosts, functioning as a system of

cosmic justice and purification.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of metempsychosis is ancient, finding roots independently in both Western classical

thought and Eastern religious traditions. In the West, the term originated with the ancient Greeks,

marking a significant divergence from traditional Olympian religion, which generally posited a

shadowy, non-cyclical afterlife (Hades). The earliest documented Western system featuring this

belief is attributed to Orphism, a mystery religion that viewed the body as a tomb (s?ma s?ma)

from which the soul sought release through successive purifications achieved via transmigration.

Orphic adherents maintained rigorous ethical and dietary codes, particularly vegetarianism, driven

by the belief that any animal might house a previously human soul.

The widespread acceptance and philosophical formalization of metempsychosis within the Western

tradition are largely credited to Pythagoras of Samos (c. 570-c. 495 BCE). Pythagorean thought

integrated the transmigration of souls into a comprehensive cosmology, suggesting that all souls

are fragments of a universal soul, undergoing cyclical migrations across human and animal forms
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until attaining ultimate purity and rejoining the divine source. This philosophical adoption cemented

metempsychosis as a central topic in Greek metaphysics, influencing subsequent thinkers who

grappled with the nature of personal identity and moral accountability across lifetimes.

3. Key Characteristics and Distinctions

While often grouped under the general umbrella of cyclical existence, metempsychosis possesses

characteristics that distinguish it from the broader concepts of reincarnation or rebirth, particularly

concerning the mechanism and the scope of transfer. The key distinguishing factor lies in the

principle of transmigration across species boundaries. Classical Greek metempsychosis

explicitly allowed for the movement of the soul into animal, plant, or even elemental forms, serving

as a dynamic, punitive, or restorative mechanism dictated by the quality of the previous life. This

contrasts with many modern Western views of reincarnation, which frequently limit rebirth

exclusively to human bodies.

Another defining characteristic is the inherent moral and ethical imperative tied to the cycle. In

classical philosophical interpretations, the purpose of metempsychosis is not simply endless

existence, but purification (katharsis). The cycle continues only until the soul achieves a state of

intellectual or moral perfection, allowing it to escape the cycle of birth and death (the 'wheel of

becoming'). Each successive life is thereby a consequence of the accumulated moral weight of

past actions, forcing the soul to experience lives that correspond to its previous ethical conduct,

ensuring cosmic justice.

Furthermore, in many contexts, the belief in metempsychosis emphasizes the continuity of the

*essence* of the individual--the non-material soul--rather than the continuity of *memory* or

*personality*. The new host typically retains no conscious recollection of previous lives, meaning

the mechanism of justice operates on a cosmic or subconscious level. The true individuality or

identity resides in the immortal soul itself, which accumulates ethical baggage (or virtue) but sheds

the specific psychological trappings of previous bodies, making the cycle an impersonal process of

purification rather than a continuous narrative of conscious identity retention.

4. Metempsychosis in Western Philosophy

The concept reached its philosophical zenith in the works of Plato (c. 428-c. 348 BCE), who

utilized metempsychosis as a central pillar for his theories of knowledge, ethics, and cosmology. In

dialogues such as the Phaedo, Plato argues for the immortality of the soul, asserting that it must

pre-exist the body and therefore must have migrated from a previous life. This pre-existence is vital

to his theory of anamnesis (recollection), where learning in the present life is understood as the

soul remembering the eternal Forms it encountered between incarnations.

Plato vividly detailed the mechanics of metempsychosis in the famous 'Myth of Er,' narrated at the
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conclusion of The Republic. According to this myth, souls, after a period of reward or punishment

corresponding to their previous earthly actions, gather to choose their next life. This choice is

guided by their wisdom and prior moral character, reinforcing the element of personal

accountability within the cycle. Souls that lived justly often choose lives that lead toward

philosophical pursuits, while those driven by base desires might choose lives of tyranny or even

animal forms, demonstrating the philosophical application of transmigration as an unavoidable

ethical consequence.

Following Plato, Neoplatonism further developed these ideas, particularly through thinkers like

Plotinus, who integrated metempsychosis into a sophisticated ontological hierarchy. In this

framework, the soul descends from the ultimate unified source (the One) into matter, and the goal

of philosophical practice is the arduous ascent back toward the One, a process that may require

multiple lifetimes. While Christian dogma largely rejected metempsychosis in favor of linear time

and singular resurrection, the concept persisted in hermetic traditions, Gnosticism, and various

esoteric movements throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance, often resurfacing in debates

concerning divine justice and the problem of evil.

5. Metempsychosis in Eastern Religions (Samsara)

While the term metempsychosis is Hellenic, the underlying doctrine of cyclical existence is

fundamental to Dharmic religions, notably Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism. The

essential cycle of birth, life, death, and rebirth is known as Samsara, and the mechanism driving

this cycle is Karma (action and consequence). The source material correctly identifies Samsara as

the fundamental cycle of rebirth embraced by these faiths.

In Hinduism, the immortal self or soul (Atman) transmigrates from body to body, driven by the

accumulated residue of karma. The ultimate goal is Moksha, liberation from Samsara. The Hindu

concept of rebirth aligns closely with the classical idea of metempsychosis in that the soul's

destination is not limited to human forms; based on one's karma, a soul may ascend to higher

spiritual planes or descend into animal or even insect forms, illustrating a rigorous system of ethical

feedback that governs all life.

Buddhism presents a unique interpretation, often preferring the term rebirth over reincarnation or

metempsychosis because it rejects the concept of a permanent, unchanging soul (Atman). Instead,

Buddhism posits that what transmigrates is the stream of consciousness or the aggregated mental

formations (the causal momentum or 'fuel') generated by karma. This causal link creates the

appearance of continuity, much like one flame lighting the next, without an enduring, substantial

'self' moving between bodies. Nonetheless, the resulting cycle of existence (Samsara) and the

ethical accountability driven by karma function similarly to the systems described by

metempsychosis, necessitating eventual escape into Nirvana.
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6. Significance and Impact

The widespread belief in metempsychosis has had profound ethical, psychological, and social

impacts across civilizations. Ethically, it provides a powerful framework for universal moral

accountability. If actions determine future existence, individuals are strongly incentivized to lead

virtuous lives, knowing that suffering in the present life is a result of past actions, and virtuous

actions guarantee better future conditions. This framework justifies suffering and inequality by

framing them not as random acts of injustice but as precise, self-inflicted cosmic consequences.

Psychologically, metempsychosis offers comfort and meaning in the face of death. By assuring the

soul's imperishability, it mitigates existential dread and lends purpose to mortal existence,

positioning life within a much larger, ongoing narrative of spiritual development. It also provides a

philosophical basis for explaining pre-existing talents, genius, or profound suffering that seems

disproportionate to a single lifetime, attributing these phenomena to debts or merits carried forward

from previous incarnations.

Socially, the concept has influenced dietary practices (leading to widespread vegetarianism in

traditions like Pythagoreanism, Orphism, Hinduism, and Jainism) and attitudes toward animal

welfare, as the distinction between human and animal is viewed as merely temporary and

contingent upon the soul's current stage of development. Furthermore, the belief has served as a

critical underpinning for social structures, most notably the caste system in India, where one's

status is viewed as the inevitable result of past karmic actions.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its enduring appeal, metempsychosis faces substantial philosophical and scientific

scrutiny. The central criticism revolves around the problem of personal identity. If the individual in

the subsequent life retains no memory or conscious connection to the previous lives, in what

meaningful sense is the new person the 'same' entity that deserves the rewards or punishments

accumulated in the past? Critics argue that justice cannot be administered impersonally; if the

continuity is merely structural (the soul) but not psychological (memory and consciousness), the

system of karma seems detached from the experiencing self.

From a scientific perspective, the belief is impossible to verify empirically. The existence of the

non-physical, transmigrating soul (Atman or life force) lies outside the scope of observable

scientific phenomena. Therefore, metempsychosis remains primarily a matter of faith and

metaphysical speculation rather than falsifiable theory.

Theological critiques, particularly from Abrahamic traditions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam),

reject metempsychosis on the basis of divine revelation which typically asserts a linear timeline of

creation, a single earthly life, and an eternal afterlife based on resurrection or judgment following
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that singular life. The cyclical nature of metempsychosis directly contradicts these foundational

tenets, viewing the doctrine as incompatible with the concepts of God's unique creation of each

individual soul and the finality of divine judgment.

Further Reading

Metempsychosis (Wikipedia)

Ancient Greek Philosophy (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Samsara (Wikipedia)

Transmigration of Souls (Encyclopedia Britannica)

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metempsychosis
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ancient-greece/#PythPlat
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samsara
https://www.britannica.com/topic/transmigration-of-souls
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=60352
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

