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Assignment 1: A Critical Review of Iamblichus’ Arguments for Divination in De Mysteriis 
Word count – 2082 excluding headings, captions and bibliography

Introduction:

This essay is a critical review of the arguments for divination set out in Iamblichus’ manuscripts generally referred to as ‘De Mysteriis’ or ‘On the Mysteries’.  The translation used in this study is that by Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell.[footnoteRef:1]  Books I and III of De Mysteriis are the primary sources for this essay. [1:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J. P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003).] 


The main themes of the essay are firstly an introduction to Iamblichus (c.240-325 CE), his possible character and the historical setting of De Mysteriis.[footnoteRef:2]  A key theme is an analysis of Iamblichus’ description of what divination is and how it works.  In particular how does this relate to the lineage of Hellenistic science largely established by Democritus (c. 460–370 BCE) and physics of the present era based on the theories developed by Einstein (1879-1955 CE).  The third theme deals with a limited selection of divination processes described by Iamblichus including the issue of gender.  [2:  DM is used as an abbreviation when referring directly to the text, e.g. DM III.1.] 


Iamblichus and De Mysteriis:

In Theurgy and the Soul, Gregory Shaw describes how Iamblichus was considered to be the ‘foremost Platonist of his time’.[footnoteRef:3]  By time, Shaw means late antiquity when the pagan religions of the ancient world were being displaced by the monotheistic Christianity.  As he notes, during this period ‘the pagan world turned to Iamblichus for spiritual and intellectual leadership’.[footnoteRef:4]  However, Shaw also suggests that Iamblichus was not overtly anti-Christian but was more concerned about the Greeks’ abandonment of their ancient religious heritage in favour of ‘new ways’ invented by man.[footnoteRef:5]   [3:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, Second Edition, (Kettering, OH: Angelico Press, 2014), p.3.]  [4:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, p.2.]  [5:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, p.3.] 



This is important when considering the nature of De Mysteriis which is thought to be a response by Iamblichus, under the pseudonym Abamon, to Porphory’s Letter to Anebo.  There is extensive scholarly debate about the possibly hostile relationship between the two men.  Clarke et al. describe the Letter as a ‘vicious attack on Theurgy’ probably aimed at Iamblichus’ beliefs.[footnoteRef:6]  On the other hand, in Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, Crystal Addey makes a strong case for the exchange between Iamblichus and Porphory as ‘being within two traditional philosophical genres: firstly, that of ‘Problems and Solutions’ and secondly, that of ‘Platonic dialogue’.[footnoteRef:7]  Whilst Addey’s view may largely be correct, it can be argued that there was a significant difference of temperament between the two philosophers.  As Roy Willis and Patrick Curry suggest it is necessary to distinguish between the more ‘intellectual platonists’ such as Porphory and Iamblichus with his focus on ritual and theurgy.[footnoteRef:8]  Indeed Addey does suggest there is a difference between Iamblichus with his ‘focus on the essential’ and the ‘deeply systematic’ Porphory.[footnoteRef:9]   [6:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J. P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p.xxii.]  [7:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p168.]  [8:  Roy Willis and Patrick Curry, Astrology Science and Culture, (Oxford: Berg, 2004), p.67.]  [9:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, p.131.] 

The concept of fourfold temperaments in human psychology has existed at least since the time of Hippocrates.[footnoteRef:10]  In current times, Jungian centered temperament methodology, such as that proposed by David Kiersey, is widely used in western organisations.  In Kiersey’s scheme, both philosophers would be considered as Rationals, but Porphory could be seen as the systematic Mastermind, whereas Iamblichus might be the conceptual Architect.[footnoteRef:11] [footnoteRef:12]  Kiersey notes the latter temperament is differentiated from others by a rare ability to see the big picture.  It is suggested this may be a factor in how Iamblichus’ was able to clearly articulate his high-level theory of the divinatory power of the gods. [10:  Jacques Jouanna, Greek Medicine from Hippocrates to Galen: Selected Papers, (Leiden: BRILL, 2012), pp335-360.]  [11:   David Kiersey, Portrait of the Rational Mastermind, https://keirsey.com/temperament/rational-mastermind/, [accessed 11th June 2019].]  [12:  David Kiersey, Portrait of the Rational Architect, https://keirsey.com/temperament/rational-architect/ [accessed 11th June 2019].] 


Divination according to Iamblichus:

· Definition of divination:
In the book Divination edited by Patrick Curry he states that ‘Divination is any ritual and its associated tradition performed in order to ask a more-than-human intelligence for guidance’.[footnoteRef:13]  Other definitions refer to a higher power or supernatural being and seeking answers to questions, such as future events considered to be beyond the normal range of human understanding.  When it comes to finding such a simple definition in De Mysteriis it is less easy.  Part of this may be due to problems in translation.  For example, Clarke et al. briefly review the different translations of ‘this difficult text’.[footnoteRef:14]  Part of the issue is perhaps that in DM III.1, Iamblichus launches straight into a response to a question from Porphory about predicting the future.  However, in DM III.1, Iamblichus then does also use the words ‘it is a thing divine, supernatural, sent from heaven above’.   [13:  Patrick Curry (ed.), Divination: Perspectives for a New Millennium, (Farnham, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2010), flyleaf.]  [14:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J. P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p.xv.] 


· Divinatory power of the gods:
Whilst much of De Mysteriis Book III is given over to debating the mechanics of divination there are some parts where Iamblichus describes with penetrating insight what divinatory power actually is and how it works.  In doing so he appears to have drawn on a particular lineage of Hellenistic science and also foreshadowed the twentieth century advances in theoretical physics.  Understanding this power is perhaps a key to critical analysis of Iamblichus’ views on the many divinatory processes discussed in De Mysteriis.  In DM III.12, Iamblichus states:

‘the divinatory power of the gods is bounded by nothing divisible, neither by place, nor by a divisible human body, nor by a soul contained in any single form of divisible entities, but being separate by itself and indivisible, it is wholly present everywhere to those able to share in it.  And it both illuminates from without and fills all things, and permeates all the elements: it embraces both earth, air, fire and water, and leaves nothing deprived of itself, neither living beings nor beings governed by nature, but to some it gives a greater portion of its foreknowledge, and to others a lesser portion.  And existing itself prior to the totality of things, it is sufficient by its own separateness, to fill all things to the extent that each is able to share in it.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J. P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p.131.] 


Perhaps one way of summarising this is, according to Iamblichus, there is a field of some type of energy that permeates everything from the Cosmos down to the smallest entity, which is also a carrier medium for transmission of knowledge from the higher powers.

The issue is does this have any connection with both the latest thinking in physics and also the science of the early Hellenistic traditions?  Perhaps the best answers to this question come firstly from Carlo Rovelli, a theoretical physicist directing quantum gravity research at the Centre de physique theorique in Marseille.  Rovelli has also researched the origins of his subject back to earliest Hellenistic times and is able to write with a rare level of clarity for non-specialists.[footnoteRef:16]  A theory of how such a field can then carry knowledge from the gods is addressed, again with clarity, by Ervin Laszlo in Science and the Akashic Field.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Carlo Rovelli, Reality is Not What it Seems: The journey to quantum gravity, (UK: Penguin Random House, 2017).]  [17:  Ervin Laszlo, Science and the Akashic Field, (Rochester, Vermont: Inner Traditions, 2007).] 


Rovelli traces his discipline back to the Milesian school of science and philosophy, founded by Leucippus at Abdera in about 450 BCE.  Leucippus’ most illustrious pupil was Democritus who developed the concept that the Universe was made up of a boundless space and atoms which are the elementary grains that combine to form everything we see.[footnoteRef:18]  Democritus also wrote that space, or non-being ‘has a certain physics and a substantiality of its own’.[footnoteRef:19] In DM I.1 Iamblichus refers to Democritus alongside Pythagoras, Plato and Eudoxus. As Clarke et al. confirm in a footnote there are traditions that all four visited Egypt so it is quite possible Iamblichus would have been familiar with the theories of Democritus.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Carlo Rovelli, Reality is Not What it Seems, p.9.]  [19:  Carlo Rovelli, Reality is Not What it Seems, p.73.]  [20:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J. P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, note 5, p.5.] 


At the other end of the historical time spectrum, Rovelli follows the development of theoretical physics from the time of Newton (1642-1726 CE), Faraday (1791-1867 CE) and Maxwell (1831-1879 CE) through to Einstein.  Rovelli shows that, with a lot of opposition, Newton started the process of reviving the Democritian concept of space.  Faraday and Maxwell followed with the idea that electricity and magnetism was an all-pervading electromagnetic field.  Rovelli describes the next step as ‘one of the greatest flights in the history of human thinking’ with Einstein’s development of the General Theory of Relativity.  This says simply that Newton’s space was nothing more than a gravitational field. That is a field which has properties of movement and shape that can be mathematically defined.[footnoteRef:21]  This progression of theories is summarised in figure 1. [21:  Carlo Rovelli, Reality is Not What it Seems, pp.63-65.] 


[image: ]
Figure 1.  What is the World made of?[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Based on Carlo Rovelli, Reality is Not What it Seems, p.65.] 

Laszlo takes this theory a stage further and, based on linking recent Russian research with the Sanskrit concept of Akasha, suggests that the field, or fields, can store and transmit information throughout the Universe and local environments.  He proposes that there are actually a series of fields such as gravitational or electromagnetic existing within an underlying Akashic Field.  The latter is actually the carrier medium for information.  Whilst the Russian research is based on complex physics, it appears that information could be stored in the form of interference patterns within the Akashic field.  Laszlo uses the analogue of interference patterns set up by the overlap of waves caused by the wake of boats travelling in different directions.  If the Akashic field is a frictionless medium such patterns, i.e. information, or knowledge, could have great longevity.  Intriguingly the research suggests the speed of transmission within this information field could be many times the speed of light.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Ervin Laszlo, Science and the Akashic Field, pp.67-77.] 


All of this suggests that Iamblichus’ description of how the divinatory power of the gods works is very much in line with the principles of Einsteinian physics.  If that is correct then perhaps close attention should be paid to the more specific explanations of divinatory mechanics in De Mysteriis.

Divinatory mechanics:

This section addresses a few examples from De Mysteriis Book III.

· Water:
In DM III.11, Iamblichus describes how three oracles at Colophon, Branchidai and Delphi use water in various ways as part of the divination process.  For example, at Colophon, after extensive self-preparation, the priest delivered his oracles after drinking the water from a subterranean spring.  As Iamblichus says the divine is not some ‘prophetic spirit’ that passes through a sample of the water but rather the divine illuminates the whole spring from without and fills it ‘with its own prophetic power’.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J. P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p.147.] 


This would fit with the concept discussed earlier that the information or knowledge in the field(s) permeates everything without boundaries.  Water is known to have extraordinary properties which may play a part in storing and transmitting information.  However, scientific research on the topic in the current era is so constrained by controversy, dogma and massive commercial pressures that to publish anything meaningful is a career ending move.[footnoteRef:25]  Nonetheless work is going on which suggests water does have a ‘memory’.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Obituary of Jacques Beneviste, https://www.theguardian.com/science/2004/oct/21/obituaries.guardianobituaries [accessed 15th June 2019].]  [26:  Memory of water  https://resonancescience.org/scientists-show-that-water-has-memory/ [accessed 15th June 2019].] 


· [bookmark: _GoBack]Gender:
When addressing the issue of individuals being in divine, possessed states (DM III.10), Iamblichus considers the issue of gender in response to a comment from Porphory that this applies mostly to men.  Iamblichus is clear that it is mostly women who are ‘possessed by the ‘Mother of the gods’ and very few men except those who are ‘rather effeminate’.[footnoteRef:27]  In a footnote, Clarke et al. suggest this was ‘Not one of “Abamon’s” better debating points.’[footnoteRef:28]   [27:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J. P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p.143.]  [28:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J. P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, note 193, p.143.] 


Perhaps the key to Iamblichus’ commentp is the unequal distribution of temperaments between the genders.  If divination does involve interpreting subtle bodily and mental sensations rather than a sequence of logic then those temperaments with a dominant feeling rather than a thinking function may have an advantage.  There appears to be no extant research from late Antiquity, but there are extensive modern studies which suggest temperaments with the feeling function are divided approximately two thirds women and one third men.[footnoteRef:29]  If that is similar to Iamblichus’ time then he may have made a valid observation. [29:  Allen L. Hammer and Wayne D. Mitchell, The Distribution of MBTI Types In the US by Gender and Ethnic Group, Journal of Psychological Type, Vol 37, 1996, pp. 2-15.] 


· Divining the entrails:
Divination through entrails of other living beings generally seems strange to Western minds.  However, in DM III.16, Iamblichus, having previously discussed what he regards as inferior methods of divination, suggests there may be a point regarding entrails of living beings as a key divination tool.  As he says the gods use ‘many intermediate instruments’ to communicate with human beings and signs can come from all things in nature and the Cosmos.  In his paper on Greek hepatoscopy (liver divination), Derek Collins suggests a model of how this worked by using analogues from contemporary extispicy (entrails divination) in Africa.  He concludes this was essentially a binary system with a yes or no answer to the question.  He also notes that next to the Delphic Oracle, extispicy might have been one of the most important forms of divination in Classical Greece.  This perhaps supports Iamblichus’ treatment of this subject as an important divinatory mechanism.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Derek Collins, Mapping the entrails: The practice of Greek Hepatoscopy, The American Journal of Philolgy, Vol. 129, No. 3 (Fall, 2008), pp. 319-345.
] 


Conclusions:

It is suggested that Iamblichus’ view of how the divinatory power of the gods worked might have been based on the Democritian lineage of Greek physics.  A lineage that only began to see the light of day again with Newton, Faraday, Maxwell and then Einstein’s ground-breaking Theory of General Relativity.  

Given how close Iamblichus was to the basic principles of Einsteinian physics, the conclusion is that his description of divinatory mechanisms in De Mysteriis must have a high level of credibility.  The three examples in this essay tend to support that view.
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