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Introduction

‘De Mysteriis’ was written by the Syrian Neoplatonist philosopher Iamblichus and was positioned both as a defence of divination and also the rituals and practices encompassed within Theurgy. Although details of his life are sketchy it is believed that Iamblichus was born around 245CE. and wrote ‘De Mysteriis’ in the latter part of the third century. According to Clarke Iamblichus originated from a wealthy background which was instrumental in his intellectual and philosophical development. [footnoteRef:1] He was a strong advocate of divination and more specifically divination within Theurgy. ‘De Mysteriis’ is composed as a response to ,and refutation of ,the questions and arguments conveyed  in Porphyry’s ‘Letter to Anebo’. This essay critically reviews Iamblichus’ arguments for divination and  starts by focussing upon the intellectual, cultural, historical and religious context within which ‘De Mysteriis’ is set. It goes on to document the divination arguments expounded by Iamblichus and is then followed by a critique of the specific modes of divination posited by Iamblichus. The essay concludes with an appropriate conclusion based upon the preceding content.  [1:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’ (De Mysteriis): Clarke, Emma C., et al, (Atlanta, USA: Society of Biblical Literature 2003).P.XX.
] 


Background and context for ‘De Mysteriis’. 

Divination was commonplace in Greek society because it was perceived to be inherently authoritative. Greek literature documents a tradition of disaster befalling those who failed to read and adhere to the signs. Flower confirms this  suggesting ‘one theme that spans Greek poetry is…those who ignore omens and belittle seers pay for their impiety and arrogance’.[footnoteRef:2]  With this context in mind, it is no surprise that Addey confirms that ‘oracles and other types of inspired divination were regarded by neoplatonists as fundamental aspects of their philosophy‘.[footnoteRef:3] She defines an oracle as ‘an inspired utterance thought to be derived from a supernatural source (usually a deity) and obtained through some sort of ritual’. [footnoteRef:4] In late antiquity divination was an established cultural norm and ubiquitous throughout Greek society.  [2:  Michael Attayah Flower, ‘The Seer In Ancient Greece’ (California: University of California Press 2008) P.119.
]  [3:  Crystal Addey. ‘Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism; Oracles of the Gods’, (Farnham: Burlington, VT 2014) p.4.
]  [4:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism; p.7.
] 


That said there were sceptics. Flowers makes it clear that ‘scepticism towards signs and their interpreters is expressed both in the Iliad by Hector and by Telemachus in the Odyssey’. [footnoteRef:5] It is of note that Greek literature also presents accusations of greed amongst some seers. Oedipus attacks Teiresias personally in ‘Oedipus Tyrannus’, calling him a ‘deceitful beggar priest’ who ‘only has sight for profit, but in his art is blind’. [footnoteRef:6] In spite of it being a norm, there was clearly a measure of concern regarding how it was practised. [5:  Flower, ‘The Seer In Ancient Greece’, P.133.
]  [6:  Ibid, P.135] 


It is within this context that ‘De Mysteriis’ should be considered, It represented one of many works produced by the core Neoplatonist community from the third to the sixth century CE.[footnoteRef:7]  As stated it is positioned as a response to Porphyry’s ‘Letter to Anebo’ which on the surface represents a detailed critique of divination and theurgy. Theurgy is defined as ‘God’s work’ or ‘Divine work’ and is underpinned by an objective to enable the ascent of the practitioner’s soul to the divine. The mechanism to achieve this ascent included refinement of the intellect, ethical conduct, and the activation of cosmic sympathy. The idea of reuniting with the One is an idea that is embedded into the work of Plotinus who defines the One as something beyond all multiplicities. Shaw suggests that theurgy facilitates and enables this mystical union by ‘providing a more direct and simplified participation in the One’. [footnoteRef:8] [7:  Nb. Neoplatonist is a term adopted by 18th century German academics to reference the movement inspired by Plotinus.
]  [8:  Gregory Shaw, . ‘Theurgy: Rituals Of Unification In The Neoplatonism Of Iamblichus’, Traditio, Vol41, Fordham University, 1985, p.24.] 


Porphyry’s letter may have been levelled as a response to the criticism that Iamblichus had previously directed at him in other works, such as in his Timaeus commentary. [footnoteRef:9] This would however be surprising given that the neoplatonists were generally perceived to be supportive of divination. Plato himself suggested that ‘the greatest blessings come through divine mania’ [footnoteRef:10] It is of note that Addey positions things differently suggesting that the two documents are actually a manufactured dialogue designed to explore and justify Iamblichus’ views vis a vis theurgy. She suggests that ‘De Mysteriis’ is structurally comparable to works such as Hermetica. To support her position, she points to evidence that Porphyry was himself an advocate of divination and theurgy commenting that for him ‘philosophy, poetry and religious ritual were complementary and intrinsically linked’. [footnoteRef:11] The conversation she concludes is an artificial construct designed to propound Iamblichus’ views on divination and theurgy, the dialogic genre perceived as being the most appropriate way of enabling this.[footnoteRef:12]. [9:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’ (De Mysteriis): Clarke, Emma C., et al, (Atlanta, USA: Society of Biblical Literature 2003).P.XXii.
]  [10:  Addey, ‘Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism’, p12. 
]  [11:  Ibid p.16.
]  [12:  Ibid p.128.
] 


‘De Mysteriis’ references two types of divination which Iamblichus labels as ‘inductive’ and ‘inspired’. He also contests that divination inspired by the rituals and practices of theurgy are its highest example. Notably Iamblichus confirms divination to be complementary to philosophy, indicative of a context in which revelation and the intellectual comfortably co-exist. It was Proclus who defined Theurgy as ‘greater than all human wisdom and knowledge embracing the blessings of divination’.[footnoteRef:13]   [13:  Ibid p.25.
] 


It is of note that in ‘De Mysteriis ‘Iamblichus adopts the  pseudonym of an Egyptian prophet referenced as Abammon. One suggestion is that the adoption of this pseudonym enables  Iamblichus to ‘mine’ both the ancient Egyptian wisdom as well as the Greek philosophical tradition.[footnoteRef:14] Clarke purports that there is no etymological rationale for the adoption of this pseudonym and goes on to conclude that it is not a reference to the god Ammon. [footnoteRef:15] Abammon confirms that ‘only divine mantic prediction, conjoined with the Gods, truly imparts to us a share in the divine life’. [footnoteRef:16] [14:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, (University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State Press 1995) p.21-22.]  [15:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’ (De Mysteriis): Clarke, Emma C., et al, (Atlanta, USA: Society of Biblical Literature 2003). p.xxxiv-pxxxvii.
]  [16:  Iamblichus, ‘On the Mysteries’, X, 4.289 pp.346-347. 
] 


Iamblichus and his arguments for Divination

As already stated Iamblichus differentiates between two categories of divination which he terms ‘inductive’ and ‘inspired’. He suggests that the inductive form is sourced from examining signs such as entrails, birds, and stars and states that the Gods produce these signs either by means of nature or ‘through the agency of daemons.[footnoteRef:17] Iamblichus confirms however that inductive divination necessarily employs ‘guessing and supposition’ and is thus less reliable than what he terms the ‘inspired form. [footnoteRef:18] ‘Inspired divination excludes lower processes such as ‘bodily movements or changes of emotions. [footnoteRef:19] Instead, Iamblichus suggests that in inspired divination ‘all of its supreme powers belong to the gods and is bestowed by the gods’[footnoteRef:20]. What is particularly key here is the idea that the seer is not drawing upon their own knowledge base to source their illuminations. Rather they access a separate consciousness that transcends their separate self. [footnoteRef:21]  Addey suggests that the role of inspired divination in theurgy is soteriological and therefore salvific. [footnoteRef:22]  She also suggests that theurgy is a particular ‘way of being’ requiring a lifelong endeavour focussed upon both honing the intellect and also the attainment of moral virtue. Additionally, and most importantly that it was different from goeteia (traditional sorcery or magic) which was assumed to lack the right appreciation of, and consideration for, the gods in all their forms. [17:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III, 15.135, p.156-157.
]  [18:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III, 15.135, p.156-157.
]  [19:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III, I. 101, pp.118-119.
]  [20: . Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III, I. 101, pp.118-119.
]  [21:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III, 4. 109, pp.128-129.]  [22:  Addey, ‘Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism’, p.281.
] 


It is against this background that reference is now made to the specific types of divination Iamblichus documents. In dream divination he  draws a distinction between what he terms human dreams and divine dreams. He confirms that divine dreams occur in the liminal land between waking and sleeping when the subject’s intellect is first starting to stir. [footnoteRef:23] Modern psychologists have termed this the hypnagogic state, a place between waking and sleeping. This distinction is key for Iamblichus because it is a way of confirming that the higher rational mind is fully instrumental in dream divination. [23:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III,2. 104, pp.122-123.
] 


Iamblichus references divination through possession and also by oracles, stressing the distinction between authentic possession and possession stimulated by lower order natural states. He describes those who are invalidly possessed as being associated with melancholy and passion and that their divinations are therefore compromised. [footnoteRef:24] Conversely those who are legitimately possessed do not feel fire, nor bodily pain. [footnoteRef:25] How is this so? He suggests this is possible because the possessed achieve a state of consciousness that transcends the body going on to say that ’the entire activity of divinity comes to its fulfilment through the God acting by himself’. [footnoteRef:26] [24:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III,8. 116, pp.136-137.
]  [25:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III,4.110, pp.128-129.
]  [26:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III,7. 115, pp.134-135.
] 


Iamblichus contends that divination based purely upon human technical skill is unreliable. He specifically states that, though inferences may be drawn from birds, entrails, and astrology, these are not to be trusted for this largely partakes of guessing and supposition.[footnoteRef:27] The roots of this distrust lie in the intermediary role of the natural world or ‘daemons’ in sourcing the signs that are used. These are signs that are not directly divinely inspired. Additionally, he asserts that  the concept of ‘sympatheia’ makes no difference in this assessment asserting that ‘foreknowledge and forecasting are not the province of a power exerting sympathetic or of something enmeshed in matter’. [footnoteRef:28] [27:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III,15. 135, pp.156-157.
]  [28:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III,22.154, pp.176-177.] 


He addresses the difficult problem of intuition saying ‘we should not, if we receive a certain intuition from nature regarding…an apprehension of the future, judge this as divinatory foreknowledge’ [footnoteRef:29]  He goes on to confirm that where intuition works it happens upon the truth by chance and is often unreliable. It is of note here that Iamblichus positions this as being the equivalent of divination sourced from the natural signs and therefore necessarily subordinate to ‘inspired’ divination.  [29:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III,26. 163, pp.184-185. 
] 


Iamblichus is dismissive of image-makers and those that participate in the ‘image making art’, accusing them of being unable to use theurgic skills. [footnoteRef:30]It is not completely transparent who and what he is referencing via this term though Addey contends that the reference excludes divination by statues and that statue divination was absolutely an integral element of theurgy. [footnoteRef:31]  She suggests that it is excluded from ‘De Mysteriis’ because Iamblichus had already covered the subject in detail in his work ‘On Cult Statues’.  [30:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III,28.168, pp.188-189.
]  [31:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p.253.
] 


To conclude Iamblichus is keen to confirm that divination is inextricably sourced from our rational faculties though it’s highest expression ultimately transcends these faculties. He contends that revelation and rationality can comfortably co-exist and that they are mutually dependent partners in the highest forms of divination. Additionally, and most importantly the objective of divination in Theurgy is union with the One, a religious and spiritual goal rather than a secular and human centred objective. Iamblichus confirms that in Theurgy it is ‘divine mantic prediction and the foreknowledge and intellections of the Gods that enables this union’.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, X,4. 289, pp.346-347.
] 


Critique Of Iamblichus Arguments

Throughout history people have found themselves knowing things without knowing how they know them. In late antiquity Iamblichus attempts to frame how to make this happen in his work ‘De Mysteriis’. E.R. Dodds suggests that ‘De Mysteriis’ is ‘pungently a manifesto of irrationalism‘ though what this comment fails to recognise is how divination was perceived by the Greeks themselves. As Flowers suggests ‘divination constituted a rational and coherent, as well as a socially useful system of knowledge and belief for the Greeks’ [footnoteRef:33] More importantly divination was a process that enabled individuals to make decisions regarding their life, particularly the difficult consequential decisions. [33:  Flower, The Seer In Ancient Greece, P.105.
] 


 In 21st century society scepticism of divination is more commonplace and so any critique of Iamblichus must necessarily first address divination in its entirety, including its ontology. Put another way even if the seer, oracle, or theurgist receives guidance and wisdom from the gods can we confirm that what he/she receives is real? Charles Fort’s concept of intermediatism is helpful here, rejecting the idea of absolutes and instead adopting a sliding scale of reality. Intermediatism explains divination by assuming that no divination experience is completely real, nor is it completely unreal.[footnoteRef:34] It asserts that each divination experience would sit somewhere on a Fortean scale, avoiding any debate regarding the polarities of its validity. Jack Hunter’s idea of ontological flooding is also useful. Applied to divination, ontological flooding embraces all alternatives regarding divination experiences and the possible meanings and explanations behind them.[footnoteRef:35] In adopting this approach one embraces the idea that divination can be both insightful and accurate and also that channelling the foresight of the gods is a tenable position. When such a position is adopted, when narratives outside of cultural norms are considered, then insight and analysis necessarily become richer  and the conversation becomes more open. [34:  Charles Fort, ‘The Book of the Damned: The Collected Works of Charles Fort’ 
 (New York:  Jeremy P. Tarcher, 2008), p.15.
]  [35:  Jack Hunter, Ontological Flooding and Continuing Bonds, In D Klass & E.M Steffen (eds) ‘Continuing Bonds in Bereavement: New Directions for Research and Practice’. (London: Routledge 2017)] 


With all of the above in mind it is contended that Iamblichus presents his arguments in a constructive and thorough fashion, and that there is a logical coherence to his framework. The core element of Iamblichus’ argument is that human knowledge on its own is not enough to divine successfully. Everything relies upon the support and  the intervention of the Gods, and where this doesn’t happen then the divination process becomes inauthentic and less accurate. 
The focus upon the development of the individual, upon their receptivity, is integrally part of the system Iamblichus advocates. Once again this is clearly an attempt to differentiate the adherent from those that purely practice goeteia. Iamblichus said ’there are some who overlook the whole procedure of contemplation’, [footnoteRef:36] though these practitioners he suggests are incapable of producing anything noble or perfect. The individual’s spiritual motivation is he said pivotal in successful practice [36:  Iamblichus, ‘On The Mysteries’, III,13. 131, PP.152-153.
] 


Critically the idea of the union with the One transforms theurgic divination into a mystical and religious practice with an objective that surpasses normal human secular concerns. Divination in theurgy is in service of a higher cause, above and beyond those matters that most seers would entertain. This distinction is the distinction that is most important and apparent in considering ‘De Mysteriis’ for it transforms divination into something different. A mechanism for achieving personal salvation rather than resolving earthly issues. The focus on ethical conduct and intellectual development is an attempt to weed out the incompetent and the mendacious or more specifically all those Iamblichus deemed inappropriate to practice divination. Luck confirms this by suggesting that those who practised divination in theurgy were normally neoplatonic priests and were ‘different’ to the street magicians and diviners. [footnoteRef:37]. [37:  Luck G, Flint, V., Gordon, R. and Ogden, D., Witchcraft and Magic in Europe: Ancient Greece and Rome(London: The Athlone Press, 1999), p.149.

] 


There are a number of problems arising in all of this. The chief difficulty lies in his idea that all divination outside of his scope is lower level and non-religious. It is known that practitioners may have practised lower-level divination within the context of mystery cults or different religions thus confirming that magic and theurgy were not always mutually exclusive. Iamblichus’ suggestion that a diviner can only be successful if they meet specific intellectual criteria is narrow and unconvincing. If we adopt the ‘ontological flooding’ framework we can entertain the idea that the uneducated may be just as effective in divination as the philosophically adept. Additionally, we may also entertain the idea that divination in nature is necessarily more practical, tangible, and real  than the conceptual and abstract framework of spiritual ascent Iamblichus advocates. It seems that in his readiness to discount anything that did not meet his framework Iamblichus opens himself to the counter that his approach is too polarised. 

Additionally, ‘De Mysteriis’ is overly focussed upon systems concepts without considering the role and capabilities of the individual. There may have been gifted seers who were uneducated street entertainers and similarly intellectual theurgists who were inept practitioners. Any divination system is only as effective as those who utilise it, a factor that seems to be completely overlooked by Iamblichus.

Conclusion

The essay started by agreeing that De Mysteriis is part of a manufactured dialogue. between Porphyry and Iamblichus, and that its primary purpose is as a sounding board for Iamblichus’ views on divination. It contends that Iamblichus advocates a new ‘inspired’ form of divination, a facet of theurgy, that requires individual personal intellectual and philosophical development as a pre-requisite. The essay goes on to describe the types of divination that Iamblichus suggests are productive and also those that aren’t. The essay concludes with the idea that divination is a valid cultural and historical concept and that frameworks like ‘intermediatism’ and ‘ontological flooding’ are lenses through which it can be viewed more openly and objectively. The essay suggests that De Mysteriis was a vehicle for advancing the theurgic cause, and for weeding out the incompetent and greedy. In aspiring to mystical union with the One it distinguishes itself from lower forms of practice, becoming a vehicle for personal salvation. That said Iamblichus fails to appropriately consider two things. Firstly, that lower level practices like magic and sorcery may also have had religious objectives especially when they were performed in religious rituals or as part of a mystery cult. Secondly that the discounting or lower levels of divination is unconvincing and is too system based. Above all it is suggested that excellence in divination processes will not have been the sole preserve of theurgists.
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