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Can the theory and practice of divination help distinguish between magic and religion?

Words: 3651

Introduction
This essay is focused on the analysis of the contested relationship between ancient magic and religion and examines the scholarly debates about the concept and nature of both topics, to find out how divination helps distinguish them in the ancient world. In ancient times, the definitions of magic and religion shared strong similarities. Both practices of magic and religion aimed to offer individuals help, advice, guidance, and support. The use of ritual, prayer, sacrifice, and claiming to offer a special relationship with the divine are the same for both magic and religion. However, no matter how hard the boundary of the two is to define, it is undeniable that although they have similarities, they are different social and cultural phenomena in essence. 
The question of whether divination, as one of the forms of ancient magic and religious activities, can be used to distinguish magic and religion has attracted scholars’ attention. This essay claims that although there are similarities of both magic and religion in divination, theurgic divination and its practice with divinities can help distinguish between religion and magic to a certain extent in Ancient Greece.   

The nature and definition of magic and religion 
[bookmark: _Hlk74251076]Because ‘the belief about the origin of the universe is at the root of our consciousness as human beings’, the way people dealing the relationship with the universe generates certain rituals, texts and practices, which have been defined as the either religion or magic by modern scholars.[footnoteRef:1] In ancient times, magic and religion often overlapped, and magic was considered to be the religious practice of ancestors. Therefore, many scholars have discussed and debated the boundary of magic and religion from anthropological and historical angles but have not achieved an agreement.  Scholar Malinowski claims that ‘separate categories of magic and religion did not exist in Trobriand thought or any other traditional knowledge system. ’[footnoteRef:2] However, he found the categories are useful but questionable. Scholar Edward Tylor regards magic as a primitive way of explaining the world and communicating with supernature power. [footnoteRef:3] In civilized society, there is evidence that religion originated from the tribal magic that people still practice today.[footnoteRef:4] And scholar Fustel de Coulange argues that magic and religion grew from the same root.[footnoteRef:5] Meanwhile, the classicist James Frazer discusses the nature of magic and religion in his work The Golden Bough, and defines magic as directly opposed to religion. Frazer’s point is that magic compels and coerces divine beings, whereas religion propitiates, supplicates, and begs the spirits or the divine in proper form.[footnoteRef:6] Although Frazer’s view is criticized because many ancient magical spells, such as the Mithras Liturgy at Greek Magical Papyri, shows a humble and respectful attitude towards the gods. [footnoteRef:7]Actually, magical spells and the language of religious prayer are almost the same in their purpose to communicate with gods or spirits. For example, the prayer of the priest Chryses in Homer’s Iliad represents the priest reminding the god of some service rendered in the past and his obligation to help in the present crisis. [footnoteRef:8] [1:  Joel Primack, ‘Cosmology and Culture’, http:// physics.ucusc.edu/cosmo/primack_abrams/COSMO.HTM, accessed to 10 June, 2021]  [2:  Eugene Anderson, Magic, Science and Religion from http://www.krazykioti.com/articles/magic-science-and-religion/, accessed to 10 June, 2021]  [3:  Timothy Larsen, E.B. Tylor, religion and anthropology, The British Journal for the History of Science, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,2013),p.477]  [4:  Archibald Robertson, The origins of Christianity,( Oxford : Clarendon Press ,1954), p. 85.]  [5:  Fustel de Coulange,The ancient city: A study of the religion, laws, and institutions of Greece and Rome, (New York: Dover Publications,2006) p. 104]  [6:  James George Frazer, The golden bough: a study in magic and religion, (Ware: Wordsworth,1993), p.222]  [7:  Hans Dieter Betz, The Greek magical papyri in translation, including the Demotic spells , Vol.1, Texts. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992)]  [8: Seth Schein, The mortal hero: an introduction to Homer's Iliad, (London: University of California Press,1984),p.49] 


To distinguish magic from religion, anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski gave his argument based on intention: ‘magic employed to achieve concrete, mostly individual goals. Religion is not primarily purpose-motivated, or at most focuses on long-term goals that concern collective issues of society.’[footnoteRef:9] But this argument is challenged by the nature of magical invocations and spells from the Graeco-Roman world, which have a higher spiritual intention or aim. Theurgical rituals in Late Antiquity were used by many philosophers and intellectuals, aiming to unite the soul of the practitioner with the divine and to cause mystical union with the divine at the highest level of spiritual purpose.  [9: Bronislaw Malinowski, Magic, Science, Religion and Other Essays, (New York: Doubleday, 1954), p.87] 


On the other hand, scholars tried to find the distinguishing factor between magic and religion in terms of social categories. Scholar Emile Durkheim claims that ‘religion is the communal cult and beliefs of a group, the expression of collective identity.’ [footnoteRef:10]Compared to the group nature of religion, magic is an individual, private practice, which may be secret and be a potential threat to group identity.[footnoteRef:11] This difference of magic and religion has been questioned because many kinds of magical invocations and curses which appeal to justice are found in public. For instance, magicians gather in public squares and carve on gravestones. Also, the practice of religion in Delphi in Ancient Greece was private and the mystery cults of the ancient world also challenged this view.  [10:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, (New York: Oxford University Press,2008) p. 361]  [11:  Emile Durkheim,, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, (New York: Oxford University Press,2008) p. 62] 


Thirdly, regarding the definition of religion, scholar Eugene Anderson agreed with Durkheim that ‘religion is an emergent phenomenon of society, and is, by definition, a system. It has structure and social institutionalization.’[footnoteRef:12] Religion in society can provide principles of ethics and social morality. With the discipline of religious ethical ideas, the definition of magic and religion might be divided. Religion involves more human society and its order with morality, and the relationship between human beings and spirits or gods.[footnoteRef:13] People and the trees, rocks, and other beings in nature comprise the one cosmos in the theory of universal sympathy. Under the structure and system of gods, the power of divinities is set up to offer the right energy to the prayer. It seems that the order of the cosmos is more emphasised in the world of religion and other local cults. The unity of religious systems made them more official and served the empire’s political purpose to help manage the country.   [12:  Eugene Anderson, Magic, Science and Religion from http://www.krazykioti.com/articles/magic-science-and-religion/, accessed to 10 June, 2021]  [13:  Nicolas Campion, Astrology and cosmology in the world’s religions, (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p7] 


Due to the complexity of culture and history, the boundary between magic and religion is still vague. Scholar Nicolas Campion claims that religion is impossible to define exactly.[footnoteRef:14] Along with the social function and structure of religion, Fritz Graf argues that the opposition between magic and religion existed self-consciously in Greek and Roman cultures, although at an earlier stage in their existence, they did not make any such distinction.[footnoteRef:15] Since the practices or phenomena were referred to as magical or religious, the definition of magic is also impossible to define and may not have even existed in ancient times. A distinguished anthropologist, Edmund Leach, stated that ‘As for magic, which readers of Fraser’s The Golden Bough might suppose to lie at the very center of the anthropologist’s interests, after a lifetime’s career as a professional anthropologist, I have almost reached the conclusion that the word has no meaning whatsoever.’ [footnoteRef:16] He believed that the notion of magic was not a universal one and may therefore have little or no place in the description of societies lacking any such concept. Scholar Levi Strauss argued that magic and religion are parallel, they do not have the high and low levels of human evolution or development stages, and, in fact, they always contain each other’s elements, more or less.[footnoteRef:17] Magic is considered to be a rite, being a part in any organized cults, both private or social. The concept of magic tends to sink into religion.[footnoteRef:18] Defining religion for its social and moral function would remove its essence of engagement with the cosmos and the holly divine, the spiritual aim or purpose. If the conception and recognition of divine are the same in both magic and religion, then magic can be seen as a manifestation of ritual power and as a subclass of religious rituals.  [14:  Nicolas Campion, Astrology and cosmology in the world’s religions, (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p.8]  [15:  Fritz Graf, Magic in the Ancient World, (London: Harvard University Press,1997), p.27]  [16:  Edmund Leach, Social Anthropology, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), p.133]  [17:  Clande Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, 1st edn. (Chicago: Univ. Of Chicago Press,1966) p.35]  [18:  Eugene Anderson, Magic, Science and Religion from http://www.krazykioti.com/articles/magic-science-and-religion/, accessed to 10 June, 2021] 



How divination theory and practice help distinguish between magic and religion 

How people look upon the cosmos and deal with the relationship with the divine by ritual is a complex system involving both belief on a spiritual level and practice on a social level. Divination is regarded as a medium to connect heaven and man, and a way for people to inquire about the gods’ will. [footnoteRef:19] Divination aims to answer the gods’ questions, such as what do the gods want of us and how we can achieve it. Through divination, a seer goes through the timeline to see the future and accesses the past by communicating with the divine.[footnoteRef:20] As a form of magic and a religious activity, divination occupies a unique position in Ancient Greek and Roman societies. It can erase time and space boundaries to interpret the symbola (symbols) of divination by the principle of cosmic sympathy.[footnoteRef:21] Both magical practitioners and philosophers shared the same conceptual ideas of cosmic sympathy in the practice of divination.  [19:  Simon Hornblower, Antony Spawforth and Esther Eidinow, The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 4th edn. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), p.72]  [20:  Michael Attyah Flower, The seer in ancient Greece, (Berkeley: University of California Press,2008),p.22]  [21:  Crystal Addey, Divination and theurgy in Neoplatonism, (London: Routledge, 2014), p.248] 


In Ancient Greece’s world, divination was divided into inductive or artificial and inspired or natural divination categories by ancient Greek philosophers.[footnoteRef:22] Inductive or artificial divination is defined as the divination forms that need to involve people’s interpretation and might interfere with the pure divinity of the gods, such as reading the flight of birds, reading animal entrails, and interpreting symbols of astrology, which relates to the understanding of cosmic sympathy.[footnoteRef:23] The subjective opinion from human beings would influence the result of divination. However, the inspired or natural divination is defined as the forms that take direct messages from gods, such as oracles and oracular dreams. As Neoplatonist philosophers and theurgists, Iamblichus and Proclus also refer to theurgy with the term hieratike, and use it to have direct communication with the divine in a wider cult system, such as the religious practices of the Egyptians.[footnoteRef:24] It covered a range of religious and philosophical practices, including the use of divination and oracles. It requires the practitioner to be a philosopher serving a highly spiritual goal or purpose, which is unlike a magician, who could be a civilian and not necessarily a philosopher.[footnoteRef:25] Proclus claims that ‘theurgy is a power greater than all human wisdom and knowledge, embracing the blessing of divination, the purifying powers of initiation, and in a word all the operations of divine possession.’[footnoteRef:26] So, theurgy can be recognized as a practice aimed to use symbols to reawaken people’s spirits and escalate their souls to the extraordinary divine cause through the cosmic sympathy, and access the intelligible realm. Basing on the cosmology of cosmic sympathy, the principle of theurgy should consider divine love, sympathy, and symbols, which rely on the connection of human beings and the divine through divination. Iamblichus emphasises the similarity between inspired divination and theurgy, both are caused by and derived from the gods[footnoteRef:27]. The divine world is reflected and expressed by symbola in nature, which represent a sympathetic cosmological chain to gain the direct understanding and wisdom of the divine between the divine world and mortal world.[footnoteRef:28] By using the symbola of divination, theurgy has the major purpose of raising the soul, which created the hierarchy issue to distinguish theurgy as a higher or lower purpose’s form of ritual practice, turning the soul to the divine realm.[footnoteRef:29] One scholar, Andrew Smith, believed that the lower theurgy is concerned with magical operations in the material world, and it is higher theurgy alone that is concerned with uniting the soul in any way with the divine.[footnoteRef:30] It points out that magic is more practiced in common life and uses divination or sacred force to get concrete results. Religion, as higher theurgy, is more focused on the spiritual level and dealing with the connection of a human being’s soul to the divine realm. Although both religious and magical rituals can contain the theurgical purpose and make prayers to the divine, theurgy, as opposed to the more vulgar goeteia (magic), was supposed to be grander, and include more exalted and deeper religious concepts via the similar practices with magic, such as prayer, invocation, divination, and sacrifice.  [22:  Crystal Addey, Divination and theurgy in Neoplatonism, (London: Routledge, 2014), p.241]  [23:  Cf. Iamblichus, On the Mysteries 3.16 (138.1-5)]  [24:  Cf. Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), 1.11 (37.4-6); 1.15 (46.5-6; 48.4); 1.21 (65.2) ]  [25:  Cf. Iamblichus, On the Mysteries 2.11 (98.6-10)]  [26:  Proclus, Platonic Theology, 1.25 (Saffrey and Westerink), trs. E.R. Dodds (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951), p.291]  [27:  Crystal Addey, Divination and theurgy in Neoplatonism, (London: Routledge, 2014), p.265]  [28:  Proclus, On the Sacred Art, 148.11, 148.15-18]  [29:  Crystal Addey, Divination and theurgy in Neoplatonism, (London: Routledge, 2014), p.240]  [30:  Anne Sheppard, Proclus' Attitude to Theurgy, The Classical Quarterly, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p.213 ] 


Secondly, regarding the practice of religion and magic, the practitioners of theurgist and magician have their differences too. Anthropologist Susan Greenwood claims that ‘magicians’ identities are formed from their relationship with the other world, and part of the practice of magic as a spiritual path requires learning how to channel the forces of the cosmos.’[footnoteRef:31] The magician was seen as a messenger to deliver or transform the power not only between human being and the divine, but also evil entities and angels. Those powers are believed to be used in divination.[footnoteRef:32] The working procedure of magic involves the angels as the intermediaries between the magician and divinity.[footnoteRef:33] This is different from the theurgist, who believed that the gods willingly endowed humans with their theurgic abilities. The theurgist was believed to have the ability to invoke the gods by using the knowledge of the correct symbol in specific rituals, and even the highest level of theurgy did not need a ritual.[footnoteRef:34] The theurgist, also called a priest, observed the world from the view of the cosmic sympathy, which framed their priestly knowledge.[footnoteRef:35] In the meantime, they strived to achieve a certain extent intellectual or spiritual inspiration. The theurgist or priest can only reveal the oracle by the god’s own manner, he or she can not intervene with the oracle by his or her own interpretation, which would make the originally truthful oracle fail.[footnoteRef:36] It also explained why divination was divided into artificial and natural categories, the oracle and dream being the latter, which request the theurgist as an objective mirror of divination. Iamblichus even criticized that the spirituality typified by Porphyry would fail in the journey towards the earth, which will be influenced by the force of stars.[footnoteRef:37] It seems that Iamblichus is too optimistic about the theurgist divination that requests the theurgist be not only a philosopher, but also drop off his or her own personality to activate the high-self as the representative of god’s manner.  [31:  Susan Greenwood, Magic, witchcraft and the other world,(Oxford: Oxford International Publishers,2000), p2 ]  [32:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The testimony of lamblichus, The Journal of Roman,(Studies Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies,1993),p.117]  [33:  Susan Greenwood, Magic, witchcraft and the other world, p.30]  [34:  Frazer, James George, The golden bough: a study in magic and religion, (Ware: Wordsworth,1993), p.65]  [35:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press,1995), p.169]  [36:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The testimony of lamblichus, The Journal of Roman,(Studies Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies,1993),p.118]  [37:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The testimony of lamblichus, p.118] 


Compared with theurgist, the magician is more focused on personal transformation. For example, magician takes advantage of those wicked power to control the things. So, the magical ritual will have more influence on the magician’s life.[footnoteRef:38] The magician’s will is also a major phenomenon of magical rituals, which will decide if the ritual is performed properly and the force between spirits and demons can be balanced from this world to the other world.  [38:  Susan Greenwood, Magic, witchcraft and the other world, p.37] 


To sum up, the difference between theurgical divination and magical divination is the usage of sympathy. Scholar Gregory Shaw argues that ‘symbols are “vertically” connected to their divine causes, yet each has a “horizontal” identity in its respective order in the cosmos. However, any ritual that stopped at the horizontal level of sympatheia and did not “preserve the analogy with divine creation” was not theurgy but goeteia.’[footnoteRef:39] Therefore, theurgy is far more spiritual and intellectual than goeteia, which was often directed towards the practical and involved the magician’s own personal knowledge to interpret the divination, such as astrology does to balance the benefic planetary gods and the malefic planetary gods in the horoscope. [39:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press,1995), p.166] 

The role of inspired divination within theurgy is focused on providing a means of raising the soul and making it to mystical union with divines. Theurgists make effort to seek the path to the intellectual world to connect the divine and to arouse their divinity to the greatest extent. However, the magician majorly communicates with the other world, aiming to transform his or her own will on the evil or divine to get more concrete results. 

In addition, according to the purpose of magic, it can be divided into white magic and black magic. In European cultural tradition, although magic can be divided into black and white, in most cases, it is generally used as a means of self-interest at the expense of others.[footnoteRef:40] Through some performing behaviours, witches solve specific problems or eliminate temporary pains that need to be resolved in life, which may lead to intimidation, hunting, and panic.[footnoteRef:41] In a sense, proper religious activities contribute to social stability and development. The religious activities express the desire for truth, goodness, and beauty, and try to realize personal value and self-improvement through self-cultivation and good deeds. Scholar Edward Tylor identified different forms of divination as magical arts and religion as two different categories.[footnoteRef:42] For example, sorcery, witchcraft, astrology, haruspication, and palmistry belong to the magical arts.  Noticeably, animism, ancestor worship, possession cults, and fetishism are all attached to the category of religion.[footnoteRef:43] According to the view of Tylor, magical actions or rituals are seen to get things done in a practical and causal way.[footnoteRef:44] On Tylor's opinion, to win acceptance or recognitions through the spiritual actions or deities related incidents, such as divination, is deemed as an inferior level of religious behaviour.[footnoteRef:45] In his categories, Tylor separates out divination into higher and lower categories. The higher one is characterized by the intercessory forms of worship and by ethics and morality which can be included in the religion category. The lower one, existing as magical art including astrology and divination with bones, is the artificial divination involving people’s subjective views and pursuing personal advantage, less linked with morality and ethics. The hierarchy of religion and magic demonstrates the influence of Christian belief, the monotheism that stresses moral retribution is applicable for the world. Other magical arts include worshipping multiple gods, such as the multiple planetary gods in astrology. Those gods work with magicians and serve more personal purposes or rituals. This lower category is similar to the artificial divination by Plato and Cicero, which involved manpower to gain the results of divination.  [40:  Daniel Ogden. Magic, Witchcraft and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds: A Sourcebook, 1st ed. (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press,2002), p.257.]  [41:  Susan Green wood, Magic, witchcraft and the other world,(Oxford: Oxford International Publishers,2000), p43 ]  [42:  Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah, Magic, science, religion, and the scope of rationality, (Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 1990), p.50]  [43:  Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah, Magic, science, religion, and the scope of rationality, p.51]  [44:  Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah, Magic, science, religion, and the scope of rationality, p.49]  [45:  Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah, Magic, science, religion, and the scope of rationality, p.49 ] 


Conclusion 
Both religion and magic are related to how to interact with cosmos between human beings and the divine. It can be found that there are many similar natures between magic and religion. The boundaries are quite vague, and magic can be viewed as a subclass of ritual, sinking into religion. Religion has a more socialized structure and aims to serve the ethics of society to build up mortal principles, making it slightly difference from magic. But the key figure of communicating with great power in both magic and religion is similar. After examining the principle and practice of divination, the position of the practitioner between magic and religion is totally different. Theurgical divination requests that the holiness of the priest does not interfere with the result of divination, which is similar to the natural divination category. Meanwhile, magical divination requests the involvement of the magician’s will. The magician needs to communicate not only with the divine but also with evil entities or angels in the divination ritual. So, the magician’s personal force will affect the result of divination, which makes it artificial divination. The conclusion is that magical and theurgical divination theory and practice can help distinguish the nature of magic and religion. 
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