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Write a critical review of Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in De Mysteriis

Clarke, in Iamblichus: De Mysteriis, identifies that somewhere between 280 and 305 AD,[footnoteRef:1] Syrian Iamblichus,[footnoteRef:2] under the Egyptian pen-name of Abamon, wrote On the Mysteries of Egypt : The Reply of the Master Abamon to the Letter of Porphyry to Anebo, and the Solutions to the Questions It Contains.[footnoteRef:3]  This work was a response to a series of questions posed by Porphyry in a letter to an Egyptian priest, Anebo, concerning the nature of the gods and higher beings, their interactions with humans and their roles in the practice of theurgy and divination, as shown in Pearse’s translation of Porphyry’s letter.[footnoteRef:4]  Anebo is categorised by Clarke as Iamblichus’ pupil.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Emma C. Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell, Iamblichus: De Mysteriis (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), [hereafter Clarke, Iamblichus: De Mysteriis], p. xxviii.]  [2:  Gregory Shaw, Archetypal Psychology, Dreamwork, and Neoplatonism, 2016 [hereafter Shaw, Archetypal Psychology], <https://www.academia.edu/27626457/Archetypal_Psychology_Dreamwork_and_Neoplatonism> [accessed:May 31, 2018], p. 329. ]  [3:  Clarke, Iamblichus: De Mysteriis, pp. xxvii, and Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), [hereafter Iamblichus, De Mysteriis), p.3.]  [4:  Roger Pearse, The Epistle of Porphyry to the Egyptian Anebo, posted 2007 [hereafter Pearse, The Epistle of Porphyry to the Egyptian Anebo.<http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/porphyry_anebo_02_text.htm> [accessed May 23, 2018], no page numbers.]  [5:  Clarke, Iamblichus: De Mysteriis, Book I, 1, p. 5] 

Athanassiadi describes Iamblichus as Porphyry’s ‘contemporary’,[footnoteRef:6] while Clarke explains he is around eight years younger and Porphyry’s student,[footnoteRef:7] and argues it is without doubt that ‘the letter was in some way aimed at Iamblichus and, more specifically, at what Porphyry saw as his ex-pupil’s interest in the occult, typified in the Hellenic mind by certain Egyptian (or pseudo-Egyptian) magical practices’.[footnoteRef:8]  In response to the letter, Iamblichus clarified that Porphyry had compiled his questions from many different strands of knowledge within a broad range of theological, theurgical and philosophical views and that he would reply in similar vein.[footnoteRef:9]  Clarke draws the conclusion that Iamblichus may have selected the Egyptian-sounding name of ‘Abamon’, under which to make his reply, in order to affirm that Greek philosophy was rooted in the Egyptian tradition.[footnoteRef:10]  [6:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’.  The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol 83 (1993), [hereafter Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination’],  p 118.]  [7:  Clarke, Iamblichus: De Mysteriis, p. xix.]  [8:  Clarke, Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, p. xxix,]  [9:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, p. 3, and Book 1, 1 -2, pp. 7 – 11.]  [10:  Clarke, Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, pp. xxxii – xxxiii.] 

Clarke conveys that the Platonist fascination with symbolism of the ancient mysteries was a cerebral and theological one; whereas, for Iamblichus, the mysteries were to be experienced and they held religious potency able to be realised through theurgical ritual.[footnoteRef:11]  Clarke perceives Porphyry’s letter to denote antagonism towards Iamblichus’ stance;[footnoteRef:12]  and Shaw, too, sees a dissimilarity of views which are ‘most clearly defined on the topic of divination’.[footnoteRef:13]  However, Addey, poses that the Problem and Solution genre was established to reflect Platonic dialogic custom.[footnoteRef:14]  Pearse’s translation of Porphyry’s letter conveys that he wrote in friendship,[footnoteRef:15] and likewise, in Clarke’s De Mysteriis, Iamblichus closed his response warmly;[footnoteRef:16] in keeping with Addey’s idea of a co-operative exercise,[footnoteRef:17] albeit a robust one. [11:  Clarke, Iamblichus: De Mysteriis, pp. xx – xxi; l – lii.]  [12:  Clarke, Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, p. xxix.]  [13:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, 2nd edn. (Kettering: Angelico Press/Sophia Perennis, 1995 [2014]), p. 262.]  [14:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, [hereafter Addey, Divination and Theurgy] <https://www.dawsonera.com:443/abstract/9781409451532> [accessed May 1, 2018], pp.131 – 133; 136. ]  [15:  Pearse, The Epistle of Porphyry to the Egyptian Anebo.]  [16:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book x, 8, p. 353.]  [17:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p. 128.] 

De Mysteriis includes accounts of Porphyry’s searching questions, and Iamblichus’ responses, regarding divination (foretelling the future).  Porphyry wanted to know how knowledge of future events is obtained through dreams; what actually happens in divination; the nature of trance-like states in the practice of foretelling the future;  the reason for music in prophetic rites; the role of a cave or of sacred waters in the delivery of oracles; the effect of standing on particular ‘characters’; and the role of ‘consciousness’, ‘imagination’, emotion or psychological disturbance; the effect of taking potions or the saying of prayers and particular formulae; the influence of the elements, stars or planets, the flight of birds or the examination of entrails; the purpose of objects and grain; and which of the superior beings are involved in revealing the future.[footnoteRef:18]   Iamblichus shows he was well-aware that Porphyry’s questions were not drawn from his own theological position,[footnoteRef:19]  and this raises the possibility that Porphyry was not acting by himself.  Similarly, Iamblichus wrote as if making a group response; for example: ‘if you put forward a philosophical question, we will settle this also for you .  .  we will try to discuss with both understanding and clarity .  .  we will provide, in an appropriate manner, explanations proper to each’;[footnoteRef:20] giving the sense that the overall exercise could have been a co-collective educational experience.  Along these lines, Addey proposes that: [18:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book III, 1 – 31, pp. 119 – 201.]  [19:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book I, 1, pp. 7, 9.]  [20:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book I, 1 – 2, pp. 9, 11.] 

Porphyry knew the answers to his questions but wrote the Letter to Anebo in order to obtain a  detailed exposition of ‘pagan’ religious practices, primarily as an educational and didactic tool for pagans and philosophers, and, secondarily, as a defence of paganism and theurgy against contemporary Christian accusations and criticisms.  Thus, I argue that the exchange comprises a mystagogic dialogue and a type of philosophical and religious discourse with protreptic, educational and initiatory functions.  Furthermore  .  .  . since divination plays a key role in theurgy and since divination always involves dialogue, the dialogic structure .  .  .  .  is particularly suitable.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p128.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk515712816]Iamblichus conveyed that while the gods cannot be coerced, they are eager to help,[footnoteRef:22]  and the purposes of divination are many, including bringing order and healing; revealing truth and wisdom; making contributions to ability, culture and knowledge as well as imparting awareness of a situation within the wider context of all time (past, present and future) and purification of the soul.[footnoteRef:23] In On Divination, by Cicero, Quintus gives lengthy account of divinatory outcomes in support of its efficacy;[footnoteRef:24] in contrast, Iamblichus only briefly touched on examples, saying: ‘Why go through such occasions one by one, when daily events offer a clarity greater than any story’.[footnoteRef:25]  For Iamblichus, meaningful understanding of divination wouldn’t be gained from a list of achievements or, through intellectualisation,[footnoteRef:26] it was to be experienced within the context of sacred ritual.  He asserted, in response to Porphyry’s suggestion that divination is merely caused by human endeavour, that divination is a supernatural gift from the divine, ‘activated neither by bodies nor by bodily conditions’, neither human competency nor emotion are able to bring it about; ‘Rather, all of its supreme power belongs to the gods’ and it is they, alone, who have knowledge of all time.[footnoteRef:27]  Later, however, he concedes that certain forms of divination can be elicited by human effort and reliance on techniques, such as standing on characters or by ‘means of entrails, birds and stars’; but he considers that such methods will achieve blemished outcomes lacking in integrity, and are suitable only ‘for illustrating every artificial kind of divination’.[footnoteRef:28]   Clarke points out that Iamblichus was keen to convey the difference between ‘worthless magic’ and ‘divine theurgy’; and to contrast divinatory methods which involved ‘manipulating and exploiting natural forces, rather than demonstrating the causative power behind and beyond them’.[footnoteRef:29]    Addey more fully makes sense of Iamblichus’ apparent contradiction by drawing attention to the distinction between ‘inductive’ divination, which is caused by human effort and reasoning, and is a secondary, lesser cause,[footnoteRef:30] and ‘inspired’ divination, which comes directly from the gods without human agency, such as seen in the oracles and divinely-inspired dreams and which is the primary, higher cause;[footnoteRef:31]  Iamblichus was clear that both inductive and inspired causes have a role in divination,[footnoteRef:32]  and that the objects involved in inductive divination are themselves imbued with the ‘divine power’ of a sovereignty presiding over the material and immaterial worlds.[footnoteRef:33]  Addey expounds that Iamblichus considered the practices and paraphernalia involved in inductive divination could be of help in ritual preparation, raising awareness and readiness.[footnoteRef:34]   [22:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book III, 17, pp. 161 – 163.]  [23:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book III, 3, p. 127.]  [24:  M. T. Cicero, On Divination, ed. by Taylor Anderson (Poland: Amazon Fulfilment, undated), pp.1 – 42.]  [25:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book III, 3, pp. 127 – 129.]  [26:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book I, 2, pp. 9 – 11.]  [27:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book III, 1,3, pp. 119 – 121, 127.]  [28:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book III, 3, 15, pp. 153, 157.]  [29:  Clarke, Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, pp. xxvi – xxvii.]  [30:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, pp. 241 – 246.]  [31:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book III, 2, 11, pp. 121 – 125, 145 – 147.]  [32:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, pp. 244; 251 and Clarke, Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, p. 177.]  [33:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book III, 17, pp. 163 - 165.]  [34:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p. 251.] 

The exchange between Porphyry and Iamblichus, and the meaning of Iamblichus’ replies, evoke varying interpretations; for example, Athanassiadi asserts that Iamblichus saw the oracular temples as ‘sacred not theologically, but historically, because of an original association with the god’;[footnoteRef:35] yet Addey points out that in Iamblichus’ view, while human openness to the gods is primary, he also indicated that ‘specific locations are somehow always allotted to specific deities’ and, therefore the sanctity of place is not historical’.[footnoteRef:36] In a further example, Dodds critically states the ‘de mysteriis is a manifesto of irrationalism, an assertion that the road to salvation is found not in reason but in ritual’;[footnoteRef:37] in contrast, Addey concludes from Iamblichus’ work that theurgic divination comprises ‘the summit and culmination of intellection while simultaneously transcending it’.  Iamblichus’ apparent contradictions seem to lend themselves to very different forms of understanding in his readers; it is posed that his style is not accidental.  Bearing in mind that he was the product of the Platonic tradition and a philosopher, Moors describes that Platonic discourse must speak in different ways to each participant and, unlike many forms of dialogue which seek to put over a particular perspective, the aim is ‘persuasion of a different sort’;  moreover, participants do not only reveal their argument, but ‘their entire essence’.[footnoteRef:38]   Moors explains that while philosophy relies in part on teaching ‘the realization of philosophy .  . is exclusively the individual’s’.[footnoteRef:39]   Iamblichus’ style of discourse, then, is expected and especially appropriate given that it is about the mysteries.  Addey demonstrates that in holding together Iamblichus’ seeming anomalies, layers of deeper and integrative meaning can emerge: [35:  Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination’, p 124.]  [36:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p. 260.]  [37:  E. R. Dodds, ‘Theurgy and its Relationship to Neoplatonism’, The Journal of Roman Studies (Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies, 1947), p.59.]  [38:  Kent F. Moors, ‘Plato’s Use of Dialogue’, The Classical World, 72 (2), (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1978) [hereafter Moors, ‘Plato’s Use of Dialogue’], pp.77 – 78.]  [39:  Moors, K. F., ‘Plato’s Use of Dialogue’, pp.77– 79.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk515800275]In fact, the concepts of ‘rationality’ and ‘ritual’ as envisaged within Neoplatonism are much more   subtle, nuanced and complex than their modern equivalents; they were perceived as mutually inclusive rather than mutually excusive ways to truth and were often conceived as interlinked or connected on a kind of continuum.  Viewed from this perspective, Neoplatonist attitudes towards divination can be evaluated with greater clarity and subtlety.[footnoteRef:40]   [40:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p. 172.] 

Iamblichus’ treatise on divination turns on his belief that the soul is both divine and corporeal.[footnoteRef:41]  Shaw explains that, for Iamblichus, the soul’s redemption is dependent on its fragmentation and mortality, as well as its permanent unity because ‘only by mediating the opposites’ can the soul act as an instrument of transformation and creation.  Through recognition of our human ‘nothingness’, and through the containing use of material objects in divinatory rites (and in recognition of their numinosity), the soul’s supernatural work towards divinisation is made possible; Shaw likens this process to working with dream-images in modern-day archetypal psychotherapy. [footnoteRef:42]  [41:  Iamblichus:De Mysteriis, Book III, 3, p. 125.]  [42:  Shaw, Archetypal Psychology, pp. 333 – 335.] 

To conclude, Iamblichus’ defence of divination is profound; in taking the reader to an uncertain place of liminality, the sacred essence of his theurgy is made accessible.  His treatise offers a rich resource not just for academics, but for practitioners of psychotherapy as well as for those wanting to deepen their encounters with both the material and non-corporeal realms.
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