Pythagoras and the Origins of the Name Philosophos

Every extant tale of the birth of the name philosophos, most sourced to Heraclidus of
Pontus and his contemporaries, sets Pythagoras near the beginning. These stories are
problematic, however, because they report inconsistent accounts; fit a suspicious pattern
attributing word-coinages to Pythagoras (VVogel 1966); assume anachronistic meanings of
sophia; presume Socratic and Platonic themes (Burkert 1960); have biased lineages; and ascribe
to Pythagoras a modesty or worldly curiosity inconsistent with other testimony about him (Kahn
2001). It is common, therefore, to dismiss the stories as apocryphal, mere vaunting of a
intellectual hero or the easiest-available myth of creation. Many scholars have come to suggest
that philosophos, having no special relation to Pythagoras, simply meant “intellectually-curious
person” (Chroust 1947, 1964; Nightingale 1995; Cooper 2007)

This paper argues that we can keep Pythagoras near the beginning of the word’s birth
while acknowledging that the stories about Pythagoras’ connection are largely fiction. Several
reasons predominate. First, the name had to be coined at some point, and no stories suggest an
alternative figure. Second, the earliest recorded uses of philosophos, and the history of other
phil- prefixed names, most often used as bemused name-calling names, make the blandly
descriptive “intellectually-curious person” gloss unconvincing. Third, the stories—that because
the name sophos is fit only for gods, philosophos is a humble alternative; or that philosophoi,
unlike the athletes and merchants of the world, care for understanding rather than honor or
money—are not actually inconsistent.

Most importantly, none of the reliable versions of the Pythagoras story say that he
himself coined the name. Hence my conjecture. Pythagoreans gathered in Croton to study novel

topics, hoping to become able to advise their hometowns (Riedweg 2004, 2005; Dunbabin 1948).



They wanted to join the elite cultural ranks of sophoi, “sages,” but apparently aimed to skip the
traditional lifetime experience necessary for induction. They could be called, ironically,
philosophoi, “people wanting to become sophoi.” They were a common-enough sight for the
name to stick. Shortly thereafter, they recovered and redeemed the name for themselves (as
Quakers and Queers did millennia later), with or without Pythagoras’ direct self-application of
the name. So Pythagoras, perhaps indirectly and unintentionally, probably caused the name to
come to be, and his school helped popularize it. The history of philosophos then is wrapped up

both in the specific Pythagorean study-practices and in the stories of traditional sophoi.

Bibliography

Burkert, W. 1960. “Platon Oder Pythagoras? Zum Ursprung Des Wortes ‘Philosophie.’”” Hermes
88: 159-77.

Cooper, John M. 2007. “Socrates and Philosophy as a Way of Life.” In Maieusis: Essays in
Ancient Philosophy in Honour of Myles Burnyeat, ed. Dominic Scott. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 20-43.

Chroust, A.H. 1947. “Philosophy: Its Essence and Meaning in the Ancient World.”

Philosophical Review 56: 19-58.

. 1964. “Some Reflections on the Origin of the Term ‘Philosopher.”” The New

Scholasticism 28: 423-34.

Dunbabin, Thomas J. 1948. The Western Greeks: The History of Sicily and South Italy from the
Foundation of the Greek Colonies to 480 B.C. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Nightingale, Andrea. 1995. Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philosophy.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



Riedweg, Christoph. 2004. “Zum Ursprung Des Wortes ‘Philosophie’ Oder Pythagoras von
Samos Als Wortschopfer.” In Antike Literatur in Neuer Deutung, eds. Anton Bierl,

Arbogast Schmitt, Andreas Willi, and Joachim Latacz. Miinchen: Saur, 147-82.

. 2005. Pythagoras: His Life, Teaching, and Influence. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.
Vogel, Cornelia Johanna. 1966. Pythagoras and Early Pythagoreanism: An Interpretation of

Neglected Evidence on the Philosopher Pythagoras. Van Gorcum.



