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A critical review of Iamblichus’ Arguments for divination in De Mysteriis.

This essay will be critically reviewing Iamblichus’ work De Mysteriis, also known as On the Mysteries (short for: On the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldeans, and the Assyrians), and Theurgia, which was originally named: The Reply of the Master Abammon to the Letter of Porphyry to Anebo and the Solutions to the Questions it Contains[footnoteRef:1]. Specifically, this work shall be using the 1895 translation by Thomas Taylor, as well as the 2003 translation by Clarke and Dillon[footnoteRef:2]. In order to efficiently review Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in De Mysteriis, this essay shall methodically look at the different aspects in and around the work. This will firstly involve an overview of Iamblichus, the context of the time he was writing in, and a look at the intended audience for the work. Then moving onto briefly summarise Iamblichus’ work so that it may then be analysed for its context. In this way we will gain the full insight into Iamblichus’ arguments for divination and better be able to critically review the text.  [1:  Addey. 2014: 127]  [2:  Iamblichus. De Mysteriis] 

As can already be inferred, this work was written by Iamblichus. Born in Syria, the philosopher himself was a Neoplatonist (put simply: someone who follows the philosophical teachings of Plato) and his works are reflective of this. Iamblichus even gained a following of his own within the Neoplatonist community. Upon returning to Syria, after travelling far and wide to educate himself, Iamblichus established his own school in Apameia, an area famed for its Neoplatonic philosophers, to educate further generations[footnoteRef:3]. The philosopher is thought to have reached his academic peak during the reign of Constantine (306-337 AD)[footnoteRef:4]. The Roman Emperor, Constantine, oversaw the popularisation of Christianity by introducing it into the imperial household. This was a big move as Christians had been previously persecuted, and thus the move by Constantine marked a big social and cultural change for the Roman people[footnoteRef:5]. This changing society will have inevitably affected the writings of Iamblichus as established ideologies were being questioned. Christianity had, and still has, very strong opinions against witchcraft and magic which in their minds would include pagan divination as an art of the false gods. This may well have affected Iamblichus’ own opinions on the subject. Another thing which may have influenced Iamblichus’ work is his family and his history. The philosopher is believed to have been Arabic (his name is very suggestive of this)[footnoteRef:6]. Thus, we see that another set of beliefs and ideologies is brought into the subconscious of the philosopher. This means that his writings are influenced by a wide variety of philosophies, potentially making his works more comprehensive than others who may have been more sheltered to outside influences.  [3:  MacLennan. 2003]  [4:  Cameron. 1968: 374]  [5:  Lenski. 2006: 1]  [6:  Shahid. 1984: xxii] 

	As comprehensive philosophical works, Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis would have been read contemporarily by other philosophers and academics. We know that Iamblichus set up his own school in Syria and it is very likely that students there would have been familiar with his works and used them as a way of understanding his teachings. As well as the school Iamblichus also had his own following, students and academics who followed his work in much the same way that he himself followed the works of Plato. Iamblichus was responsible for creating the ‘definitive Neoplatonic curriculum, which was followed for the next two centuries’[footnoteRef:7]. Part of this was made up of his own collection of works, with the further sections being a collation of works by other ancient philosophers[footnoteRef:8]. Thus, in creating the doctrine Iamblichus was very aware of how influential his works were going to be to other Neoplatonists. Today, this work and others like it, are studied almost exclusively by scholars of the ancient world. Thus, we see a shift in audience for this text, exactly when this shift came is not possible to pinpoint, however it is safe to say that by either party this is a text that is given much credit and providence.  [7:  MacLennan. 2003]  [8:  MacLennan. 2003] 

	A modern term, Neoplatonist is used to categorise philosophers, like Iamblichus, who followed the philosophical teachings of Plato distinguishing this group from the contemporary philosophers of Plato’s work and the much later schools of Platonism[footnoteRef:9]. The Neoplatonists believed themselves to be the ‘authentic interpreters of the Platonic tradition’ and had only one major rival in ideologies – the Christians[footnoteRef:10]. Those who followed the Neoplatonic teachings ‘explained reality as a hierarchical emanation into multiplicity from an Ineffable One’[footnoteRef:11]. Neoplatonists would also be considered pagans and as such were strong believers in divination in all its forms. Divination practises were a big part of many ancient ‘religions’ meaning that whichever specific pantheon of gods the philosopher was following, they would have likely partaken in divinatory practises.  [9:  MacLennan. 2003]  [10:  Gregory. 1999: vii-viii]  [11:  MacLennan. 2003
*Theurgy translates as ‘god-work’ and put simply refers to the practise of rituals for the gods. [MacLennan. 2003] Iamblichus’ defence of theurgy is important given the rise of Christianity and their dislike for Pagan practises. ] 

Before we may analyse the arguments for divination within Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis, first an overview of the text must be given so that the broader context of the paper may be understood. This also reminds us that the arguments for divination are not isolated comments but a part of the wider theme of the work. The text as a whole is a work of Neoplatonist ideas, defending theurgy* and divination, written (under the guise of Abammon – an Egyptian prophet) in answer to the questions set down in Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo (this work is focusing on his question: “what happens in predicting the future” – with the answer being divination[footnoteRef:12]). During the work Iamblichus demonstrates examples of Egyptian Mythology where appropriate[footnoteRef:13].  [12:  Iamblichus. De Mysteriis. III.i]  [13:  Iamblichus. De Mysetriis ] 

	This work will be mainly focusing on Books 1 and 3 as these hold the information required to help answer the question at hand. Book 1 gives us the understanding of theurgy, Neoplatonist ideas of hierarchy and sets us up to be able to engage with the rest of the text. Book 3 is the main section we will focus on. It is one of the larger books, focusing on divination. In this section ‘ ”Abamon” addresses Porphyry’s … question, “What happens in predicting the future?” ’[footnoteRef:14]. Thus, Iamblichus explores the different forms of divination in an attempt to answer this question.  [14:  Clarke and Dillon. 2003: l-li] 


Here we are to ‘critically review Iamblichus’ Arguments for divination’. In a time period where Christianity was being popularised, divination was very much a pagan practise which would have increasingly been shunned by the growing Christian population. Thus, Iamblichus’ argument for divination was very much needed at this time to shine light on the reality of the practise, especially coming from a respected academic this would have counterbalanced the negative superstitions surrounding divination practises. Divination comes in many shapes and forms; Iamblichus explores some of these different practises as a way of giving a more well-rounded and all-encompassing answer. However, given the changing time in which he was writing it perhaps would have been advisable for Iamblichus to play down the divine role in divination as the notion of the gods (rather than God) immediately alienates Christian readers. His heavy focus on the part the gods play in divination also may throw off those who do not have a strong relationship with the gods (while it was not common to be an atheist in ancient times, that is not to say that everyone was extremely ‘religious’). Despite this, the methodical format gives the work an intellectual authority. Having Iamblichus write such a paper gives the answer providence, his academic reputation goes along with the work and could make even the sceptic believe in the concept of divination. This is also done in the way in which it has been written. By answering questions from a previous letter and stating what he says as fact, Iamblichus does not leave questions for the reader to think about, rather tells them what divinations is as truth. 
	By looking at different types of divination, one by one, Iamblichus is able to give a rounded view of divination and answer all possible questions. He highlights how dreams, nature, oracles etc. are all vessels for divination. By showing that a form of divination can be found in all aspects of life the reader can relate better than if he had only given one example. However, while a pretty comprehensive list is given, it does not account for all types of divination. Perhaps this would be undoable as many would disagree as to whether some things class as divination, but that is not to say that Iamblichus should not have given a nod to other types that he fails to mention. He also fails to talk about divination as a practise which does not only look forward. While the question he is answering may have asked about ‘foreknowledge of future events’, his discussion of divination fails to properly acknowledge the extent of the practise[footnoteRef:15]. In fact, it is often by looking back that we can see the most about the present, as well as what may come in the future.  [15:  Iamblichus. De Mysteriis. III.i] 

	Being a philosopher and a scholar, Iamblichus is able to present modes of divination and answer sceptical questions by using a combination of science and ‘religion’. Ancient ‘religions’ were not separate from science (or from any part of life, hence the lack of term for religion) and so by using factual evidence to explain certain things and divine intervention to explain others, Iamblichus’ response is given much credibility and would be hard to falter. Because of this, his arguments for divination are wholly convincing, perhaps in part because they are presented as fact rather than a counter argument. For example, in chapter IX of Book III, it is explained how music riles people up with its augmentation of the senses, thus creating a ‘Bacchic fury’, but that divine involvement is not visible[footnoteRef:16]. This idea of altering the senses and entering an altered state of consciousness is something widely discussed today in academia as an explanation for some divinatory rituals. Here we see Iamblichus acknowledging this whilst also defending that there is a divine presence, which is outside of our view. Not only is his thinking highly advanced but clever in presenting solid fact alongside the elements of the divine, making the whole thing palatable and believable. In fact, the whole concept of divination cannot really be disproved, however it is trying to get people to buy into it which is what we see happening here. The practises happen and that will always be a fact, but the divine input cannot be proven or disproven anymore than one can prove or disprove that the gods/God exist.  [16:  Iamblichus. De Mysteriis. III.ix] 

	We have to remember that while Iamblichus presentation of divination may not necessarily match up with what we think of divination, he was writing in a very different and distant time. Our definitions are never going to fully align. That being said, much of what he does say is very close to definitions of divination today. He includes the types of divination, such as inspired divination, which are still used now by academics when studying the topic[footnoteRef:17]. Such categorisations help define the differing areas of divination, as Iamblichus demonstrates, showing how many differing aspects of life may fine themselves entwined with divinatory practises.  [17:  Addey. 2014: 239] 

As Addey points out in her book Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, Iamblichus categorises divination ‘into ‘inspired’ and ‘inductive’ modes’[footnoteRef:18]. It is especially commendable that he presents both types as Iamblichus himself valued inspired divination much more that inductive. Thus, by presenting both types, despite his bias, Iamblichus really is presenting a comprehensive discussion about divination, presenting all types of practises.  [18:  Addey. 2014: 215] 


Overall, we have seen that Iamblichus is presenting a very measured argument for divination. Using Greek categorisation, he is making his readers familiar with the models of the practise. While he could have presented a much more biased overview of divination, instead Iamblichus’ writing is kept level and focused on presenting all the information to persuade his correspondent that his answers to the questions previously set out are the correct ones. He does this by presenting many examples of divinatory practise to ensure that he is fully answering the Letter of Porphyry to Anebo and all the questions he lays out – making the original title very fitting.
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