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A Critical Review of Iamblichus’ Arguments for Divination in De Mysteriis

This present essay develops a summarized critical review of Iamblichus´ arguments for divination in his written treatise De Mysteriis[footnoteRef:1]. Iamblichus, in this text, replies to a series of questions and doubts concerning the fundamentals of predicting the future, formulated by Porphyry in his former written dialogue ´Letter to Anebo´[footnoteRef:2]. Under the pseudonym of an Egyptian priest, Iamblichus structures the philosophical foundations of the theurgic art, covering topics such as oracles, possessions, prophetic dreams, divine manifestations in general. As to contribute to the development of this review, secondary sources will also be of use such as the researches of doctor Crystal Addey, doctor Gregory Shaw among others. The following development is also concerned with a brief introduction to the concepts of Neo-Platonism and Theurgy, so an analysis of Iamblichus´ standpoint for divination becomes clearer for the reader.  [1:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis. Trs. Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell (Atlanta: SBL, 2003)]  [2:  Porphyry of Tyre. Letters to Marcella and Anebo. Avery Morrow's Printing and Bagels. Kindle Edition.] 


Iamblichus and Neoplatonism
´Neoplatonism´, Says Moreira[footnoteRef:3], is a term coined by modern scholars, used to refer to the school that followed the Academy in the 3rd century A.D., until the closure of the school of Athens, in 529 DC´. The Late Antique period in the Mediterranean determines a flourishing revisitation of platonic themes and terminologies as also an intense cultural interchange especially with Egyptian, near eastern and Jewish cultures. Neoplatonism emerged within Graeco-Roman philosophy and consisted mostly of pagan scholars who synthesized Plato´s philosophy with other Greek schools, such as the thought of Aristotle and Pythagoras. The movement encompasses some exponents of philosophy, starting with Plotinus (204-270 CE.), Porphyry (234-305 CE.) and Iamblichus (245-325 CE).  [3:  Moreira, Julio Cesar. ´Filosofia e Teurgia no De Mysteriis de Jâmblico: um estudo dos Livros I, II e III. (p.27) São Paulo, SP. ] 

Iamblichus was a Neoplatonist scholar of vast bibliography, however, most of his works were lost in the course of history, making De Mysteriis his only complete work to reach the present times. What is known today about his origins comes from a biography documented by Eunapius[footnoteRef:4] (4th century CE.) where he is described as coming from a rich family, having been born in Chalcis, in the city of Coele (Syria). The fact that the family preserved the Semitic name[footnoteRef:5] indicates the idea of noble descent and points to the relationship with a royal lineage of priest-kings of Emesa[footnoteRef:6]. (Clarke; Dillon; Hershbell, 2004). He supposedly studied (as a pupil) with Porphyry and became a major proponent and advocate of theurgy.  [4:  EUNAPIUS, Vit. Soph., p.363-377.]  [5:  Yamliku, the original name of Iamblichus is Syriac or Aramaic, meaning "he is king" or "let him reign!" (CLARKE; DILLON; HERSHBELL, 2004.)]  [6:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis. Trs. Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell. Atlanta: SBL, 2003. (P.109).] 

Neoplatonism was constituted of philosophical and religious ideas, percepts which led, especially in Iamblichus work, to an expressive attempt to understand primary causation of life and, thus, how to reunite human soul´s to this original state. Unlike other contemporaries to him, Iamblichus incorporates the importance of action to intellectuality, as he proposes not only thinking the right way but an exercise of acting accordingly through dairy life. Says Athanassiadi, paraphrasing Iamblichus, that if the man is ever to leave the world of diversity for that of unity, he needs the starting point which is provided by a cult. [footnoteRef:7] By cult, therefore, Iamblichus understood the practice of theurgic rites which sustain the true objective of his Neo-Platonist philosophy: to return the individual soul to the noetic realm.  [7:  Athanassiadi, Polymnia. “Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus.” The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 83, 1993. (p. 123–124). ] 


Iamblichan Theourgia
Theurgy consisted in a reunion of polytheistic rituals originally associated with the Chaldean Oracles and used by the later Neoplatonist philosophers. It directly means God´s working[footnoteRef:8] (or miracle-working) and points to a range of religious and philosophical practices, including the contemplation of ancient symbols, different forms of divination and oracles.  [8:  https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/theurgy (acessed in 01 mar 21)] 

Iamblichus was a Neoplatonist scholar who advocates the use of theurgy instead of remaining in the realms of theology. Says Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell that ´Iamblichus was essentially interested in reawakening and preserving man´s contact with the ancestral gods, and in arguing that theurgy rather theology was the only way of achieving them.[footnoteRef:9]´ Theurgy is a major theme in De Mysteriis since its mechanics offers physical means to practice what is intellectually perceived. It seems to be a kind of complementary discipline for the rational exercises encouraged by philosophy so the human soul can interact with this godly realm despite being in the world of generation (earthly world). Through rites, symbols, prayer and self-restricting discipline, the theurgist becomes receptive and partakes sympatheia consciously. [9:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis. Trs. Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell. Atlanta: SBL, 2003. (P.XXIX).] 

´The concept of sympatheia is based on the idea that the cosmos is a single, living being´, says Addey[footnoteRef:10] and ´therefore everything within the cosmos is interconnected and related through likeness and sympathy´. From this perspective, Iamblichus presents theurgic rites (especially inspired divination) as a bridge between the individual soul and the Divine. As observed by Shaw, ´philosophy educated and was a human art, while theurgy initiated through the power of Gods´[footnoteRef:11]. He seems to be offering a non-dualist path towards elucidation and a kind of contribution to divine order. Shaw supports this idea when saying that ´for Iamblichus, the psychological problems (of the souls) are also cosmological since the platonic soul has a necessary role in perfecting the work of the Demiurge.´[footnoteRef:12] Theurgy, then, is nothing like the exercise of theology which remains in the realm of ideas. It proposes multiple actions to make men receptive and to participate in the world´s cosmogony. Iamblichus explains: [10:  Addey, Crystal. “Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De mysteriis,” (p.03)]  [11:  Shaw, Gregory. “Theurgy: Rituals Of Unification In The Neoplatonism Of Iamblichus.” Traditio, vol. 41, 1985, (p.02) ]  [12:  Shaw, Gregory. “Theurgy: Rituals Of Unification In The Neoplatonism Of Iamblichus.” Traditio, vol. 41, 1985. (p.14) ] 

Intellectual understanding does not connect theurgists with divine beings, for what would prevent those who philosophize theoretically from having theurgic union with the gods? Thus we do not perform these acts intellectually; for divine then their efficacy would be intellectual and would depend on us, neither of which is true. In fact, these very symbols, by themselves, perform their own work, without our thinking; and the ineffable power of the gods to whom these symbols elevate us, recognizes by itself its own imaged. It is not awakened by our thinking[footnoteRef:13]. (DM 96.13-97.9) [13:  Places, E. D. Jamblique Les mystères d'Égypte: Belles Lettres. 1996. ] 


Divination
It is not possible to describe Iamblichus arguments for divination without taking into consideration the ´think - act´ formula as a path to assimilate sacred knowledge. Since he presents a cosmology where the Divine essence is an inherent condition of life, the contact with the Gods cannot be sustained only by intellectual parameters. ´The soul can never accomplish its own ascent through discursive thought´[footnoteRef:14], explains Shaw, making clear that, for Iamblichus, the need to implement rites respond to a pre-intellectual urge. That´s why divination catches a great part of his attention and are, in the treatise, a means of absorbing the Divine. Adds Addey that ´divinations, in their higher manifestation, were viewed by Iamblichus as the supra-rational reception of inspiration and illumination from the Gods´[footnoteRef:15]. [14:  Shaw, Gregory. “Theurgy: Rituals Of Unification In The Neoplatonism Of Iamblichus.” Traditio, vol. 41, 1985. (p.20) ]  [15:  Addey, Crystal. “Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De mysteriis,” (p.01)] 

In Book III of De Mysteriis, Iamblichus begins by classifying divination into two different categories: the ´inspired´ mode and the ´inductive´ mode. This distinction seems to be based ´on their proximity to divinity and on the consequent type of consciousness thought to be experienced by the ritual practitioner´, says Addey[footnoteRef:16]. Moreover, for him, inspired divination is defined by an absence of human interference, although channelled by them. Inductive divination, in contrast, although based on the reading of symbols implanted by Divine and semi-divine beings, are depended upon human interpretation and, thus are subordinated to ´guessing´ and ´supposition´[footnoteRef:17]. Based on theurgic principles, inspired divination is a means to access the divine knowledge and, therefore, opposes to Porphyry’s whose arguments generalize divination as a human endeavour. Says Porphyry [16:  Addey, Crystal. Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, Farnham: Ashgate, 2014. (chapter VII – p.241) ]  [17:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis. Trs. Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell. Atlanta: SBL, 2003. DM III. 14-15 (p.157).] 

But, concerning the causes of divination, it is dubious whether a God, an angel, or a daemon, or some other power, is present in manifestations, or divinations, or certain other sacred energies (…) Or does the soul assert and imagine these things, and are they, as some think, the passions of the soul, excited from small incentives?[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Porphyry of Tyre. Letters to Marcella and Anebo . Avery Morrow's Printing and Bagels. Kindle Edition. (p.458)] 

Yet, although clearly disagreeing with Porphyry, Iamblichus reaffirms the validity of mantic rites and distinguishes inspired divination from inductive ones, especially from the perspective of the practitioner´s intention and its consequences on the human soul. Even though both modes can present results, the effects left on the practitioner, according to him, are quite distinct. It seems that becoming more divine is a human condition dependable on the Gods Themselves and sustained by the exercise of receptivity. Inductive mantic practices are seen by Iamblichan philosophy as a means of reading the world of generation and doesn´t operate directly towards divine truth. They are less accurate and subject to human desires, impulses and motivations. 
For Iamblichus, says Shaw, ` theurgy was supposed to intensify the presence on earth of higher beings through the performance of specifically designed rituals´[footnoteRef:19], which, ultimately, would lead the theurgist to be united with The One. In this sense, inductive modes of divinations presuppose the imposition of human desires aiming, perhaps, a personal gain which seems to be opposed to theurgic intentions. That’s why he stands firmly about the benefits of theurgic art, since it means, for him, an effort to subordinate men to Divine will. Inspired divination does not argue with fate but engages the human soul´s towards elucidation. Moreover, it is clear by now that, according to theurgy, these rites offer a preparatory path through discipline and action. Unlike provoked responses by human initiative, the path of practicing inspired divination is not meant to ease one´s earthly satisfaction but to complement, by the will of the Gods, the soul´s ascent. In order to exemplify this kind of practice, Iamblichus offers representative case studies of well-known oracles (Delphi, Didyma and Claros). He tells about Didyma [19:  Shaw, Gregory. “Theurgy: Rituals Of Unification In The Neoplatonism Of Iamblichus.”  (p.20) ] 


´As for the woman in Branchidai, who gives oracles, either by holding the staff first given by a certain god that she is filled by the divine radiance; or else, when sitting on the axle she predicts the futures; or whether dipping her feet or skirt in the water, or inhaling vapour from the water, at any rate, she receives the god: prepared and made ready by any or all of these preliminaries for his reception from without, she partakes the god.[footnoteRef:20]´  [20:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis. Trs. Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell. Atlanta: SBL, 2003. DM III. II (p.149).] 


Even tough Iamblichus gives emphasis to inspired modes of divination, they seem to be part of a set of preparatory precepts concerning ethics, self-restraint and endurance. It is not an isolated result. Almost as if men are ought to enlarge receptivity so inner memory can be revealed. Being inspired by the Gods, then, is an exercise of remembrance and ´one of the most genuine forms in which the soul is granted divinization´, as explains Shaw.[footnoteRef:21] Through its practice, men can access ´intelligible reality´[footnoteRef:22] and contact what, after all, sustains life. It is hard not to make connections with multiple eastern philosophies where the seeker has numerous disciplinary tasks in order to subordinate the human´s mind to the Self. Or still, like in traditions such as advaita vedānta [footnoteRef:23], where the seeker efforts to unveil his true essence. Like this lineages, Iamblichus´ preference for inspired divination agrees with the conviction that there is One reality sustaining life, and it is only accessed by humans receptivity. One must, after all, as a kind of cosmological task, uncover his essence.  [21:  Shaw, Gregory. “Theurgy: Rituals Of Unification In The Neoplatonism Of Iamblichus.”  (p.10) ]  [22:  Addey, Crystal. Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, Farnham: Ashgate, 2014. (chapter VI – p.229).]  [23:  Non-duality. A School of Hindu philosophy. ´Reality is one. This is the basis of the term advaita. Yet it is a negative term, intended to deny that there are multiple realities. Brought to its sharpest, it denies an absolute ontological distinc tion or difference between the subject and object, or between perceiver and perceived, or between Creator and created´. See Milne, J. ´Advaita Vedānta and Typologies of Multiplicity and Unity: An Interpretation of Nondual Knowledge´ (p.168)
] 




Conclusion


The Late Antique period in the Mediterranean was characterized not only by the convergence of diverse cultural-religious influences but also by the emergence of Neoplatonism. Iamblichus was one of the exponents of Neoplatonist philosophy and developed his work based on the revisitation of Platonist principles, concepts and themes. In his only remaining work, De Mysteriis, he writes in apostolary style as Abamon, an Egyptian priest. In order to answer Porphyry´s previous questions about divination, he discusses and adds his own thoughts resembling an oracle as the dynamic of the book is based on questions to and about the sacred. 

Further on, in search for enabling the human soul to return to its divine origins, Iamblichus exalts the use of philosophy but offers a non-dualistic proposal as a way of living, where theurgy becomes a complementary exercise to ethical thinking. For Neoplatonists (and for Iamblichus) the Gods are an immanent presence through the entire natural world and, thus, permeate everything through sympathy. This presence is recognizable and rememberable through symbol, imagery and the practice of theurgic rites. These disciplines have the role to enable ascension, that is, a way of becoming more divine reconnecting the soul with its essence. 

In De Mysteriis, Iamblichus discusses the diverse group of mantic practices resorting to the objective observation of oracles such as the ones of Dydona, Claros and Delphi. He differentiates inductive from inspired divination, explaining his favors for inspired modes, where the results are not permeated by human interference. The complete mystic union with the Divine, in his treatise, is undoubtedly the final goal of human´s life and it is enabled through the access of original memory. As the practitioner becomes closer to this remembrance, - either by participation, communion or union - more and more of him gets aware of this innate state.  

As a lifelong endeavor of devotion and endurance, it seems that theurgic precepts have for Iamblichus a similar role as many of the self-restricting practices present in some eastern religious philosophies. The need to discipline the mind as an important preparatory path to human enlightenment resembles his formula of thinking and acting thus he makes clear the ´limits of rational understanding´[footnoteRef:24], pointing to the importance of bonding earthly actions to questioning and reason.  [24:  Shaw, Gregory. “Theurgy: Rituals Of Unification In The Neoplatonism Of Iamblichus.”  (p.06) ] 


Iamblichus doesn´t disregard intellectual training in order to develop spiritual awakening but makes clear that philosophy is just a part of the journey. Inspired Divination, as one of these most important contact channels, is seen as a bridge to make men closer to God and therefore is exalted and encouraged for the expanding of human consciousness. 
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