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A Critical Review of a Primary Source Document (Assignment 1)

Introduction

The aim of this essay is to critically review Iamblichus’ De mysteriis, with specific focus on its arguments for divination, and will use the Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J.P. Hershbell (eds.) 2003 translation[footnoteRef:1] to enable an analysis in English.  [1:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J.P. Hershbell (eds.) (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003).] 


Contextualisation

Iamblichus, student of Porphyry of Tyre (editor of the works of Plotinus), was a Syrian Neoplatonist and Pagan theologian born into the Sampsigeramids of Emesa,[footnoteRef:2] an influential family with ‘access to the Imperial throne along with Elagabalus (218-222).[footnoteRef:3] During his life (circa 242-325) he had a considerable role in helping transform ‘Plotinian metaphysics into the full-fledged system of the fifth-century school of Athens, at that time the major school of philosophy, along with the one in Alexandria.’[footnoteRef:4] Iamblichus, as expounded upon in De Mysteriis, was an advocate of theurgy – the primary focus of which was the soul’s necessary salvation through ritual. [footnoteRef:5] [2:  Riccardo Chiaradonna, Adrien Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2019 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/iamblichus/>.]  [3:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.]  [4:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.]  [5:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.] 


Reply of Master Abamon to Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo, and Solutions to the Difficulties Contained Therein, often dubbed De mysteriis (sometimes De mysteriis Ægyptiorum) since Marsilio Ficino’s 1497 original Latin translation, was created as a response to Porphyry’s (ca. 234 – ca. 305, of whom Iamblichus was a student) Letter to Anebo in which he spiritedly objects to ‘Pagan religious practice’[footnoteRef:6]. Iamblichus’ work was intended as a defence of these practises, of which he includes the likes of divination, prayer, and sacrifice.[footnoteRef:7] To do so, De mysteriis houses meditations on ‘divine nature and order, as well as the pretensions of the human soul.’[footnoteRef:8] Porphyry’s letter was a deliberate act aiming to draw out Iamblichus’ philosophical treatise, with dialogue the preferred mode for Neoplatonic teachings.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.]  [7:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.]  [8:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.]  [9:  Christian Wildberg, ‘Neoplatonism’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/neoplatonism/>.] 

The Neo-Platonic dialogue between student and master took place within a ‘fictional Egyptian’[footnoteRef:10] framework. Anebo, addressed by Porphyry in his letter, was described as being an Egyptian priest, while Iamblichus’ respondent, was an Egyptian prophet of the name Abamon.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.]  [11:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.] 


Iamblichus’ other works of scholarship include one on Pythagoreanism; the Protrepticus (which seemingly evidences lost works); and On General Mathematical Science.[footnoteRef:12] De mysteriis is considered his most influential work.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.]  [13:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.] 


Summary

In De mysteriis, Iamblichus presents a sort of ‘new, “true” kind of divination’,[footnoteRef:14] ‘in contrast to the tentative knowledge available by traditional divinatory practices’,[footnoteRef:15] and as such his arguments for divination are somewhat unique. These can largely be summarised as follows: [14:  Peter T. Struck, ‘Iamblichus on Divine Divination and Human Intuition’, in Divination and Human Nature: A Cognitive History of Intuition in Classical Antiquity, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), p. 215–250 (216) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1q1xs0v.8>.]  [15:  Struck, ‘Iamblichus on Divine Divination and Human Intuition’, p. 215.] 


1. That theurgy – characterised by a central axis of ritual engagement with the divine - is the route the imperfect soul must take for its necessary purification.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.] 

2. By studying divinatory signs, such as the stars, entrails, or birds, one studies an observable fractal of the all-encompassing divinity – therefore affording us greater knowledge of that which contains us and our cosmos); and that this is of grand significance.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 157-159.] 

3. That the bases upon which Porphyry damns divination are flawed and founded on misunderstandings.
4. That divination is a decidedly useful endeavour - able to provide both materially – with real-world answers, guidance, and knowledge, and spiritually – helping to connect one to divine intentions and mannerisms.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 157.] 

5. That divination has practical applications, such as in the medical arts.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 127. ] 

De mysteriis essentially presents Iamblichus’ theurgical manifesto, in which he lays down the necessity of demystifying and dematerialising symbols such as ‘ “a bone, a gem, a stone, an herb, or other object from the natural world which the divinity has an affiliation” ’[footnoteRef:20] through acts of ritual in order to reveal their true divine significance, and provide wisdom that aids in the soul’s journey of transcendence – a journey, which Iamblichus believed, could not be achieved through contemplation alone, but only through the intervention of ‘the One’[footnoteRef:21], though not without encouragement – which he insists is most effectively achieved through ‘the performance of theurgic rites’[footnoteRef:22] (such as divination) which ‘demonstrate, by their actions, a readiness to receive it’ (transcendence).[footnoteRef:23] These points are fractal of Iamblichus’ developed argument/s for divination as produced in De mysteriis.  [20:  Peter T. Struck, ‘IAMBLICHUS AND THE DEFENSE OF RITUAL: TALISMANIC SYMBOLS’, in Birth of the Symbol: Ancient Readers at the Limits of Their Texts (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), p. 204–226 (211) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7rk2m.10>. ]  [21:  Struck, ‘IAMBLICHUS AND THE DEFENSE OF RITUAL: TALISMANIC SYMBOLS’, p. 212. ]  [22:  Struck, ‘IAMBLICHUS AND THE DEFENSE OF RITUAL: TALISMANIC SYMBOLS’, p. 212.]  [23:  Struck, ‘IAMBLICHUS AND THE DEFENSE OF RITUAL: TALISMANIC SYMBOLS’, p. 212.] 

Analysis

One foundational question that Porphyry presented Iamblichus with was where can the origination of divinatory knowledge’s be found. Was it – as he suggested - in intentional deception -in order to aid the propagation of the divinator’s own philosophies or religious beliefs, or alternatively in unintentional self-deception, brought about through phenomena such as madness or drunkenness – states in which the divinator truly believed themself, erroneously, to possess some sort of second sight. In De mysteriis, Iamblichus dissects Porphyry’s question by distinguishing these kinds of ‘ecstasy’ as ‘diverted to the inferior’ while another (the truly divinatory) ‘is turned towards the higher’.[footnoteRef:24] The latter, he goes on to say, ‘gives itself to the supreme cause which itself directs the orderly arrangement of the cosmos’[footnoteRef:25] which hardly seems like the ‘disorderly, discordant’ or ‘folly and insanity’ that Porphyry suggests characterises all divinely possessed states. [footnoteRef:26] This clear separation of two seemingly vastly divergent kinds of ecstatic state (that Porphyry initially characterised as nondistinct[footnoteRef:27]) does paint Porphyry’s initial claim as either misinformed or lazy. In seemingly successfully undermining the strength of Porphyry’s attacks on the nature of divinatory states, De mysteriis’ arguments for divination are proved to have at least some degree of resilience.  [24:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 181.]  [25:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 181.]  [26:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 181. ]  [27:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 181.] 

On the aforementioned ecstasy of union ‘with those beings superior to all our good sense’,[footnoteRef:28] one of Iamblichus’ arguments for divination is founded in its ability – alongside other forms of sacred ritual - to be the catalyst for this unity of soul with the One. For him, as a theurgist, this is the primary function of divination.[footnoteRef:29] ‘It is by virtue of such will’, by which he means theurgic ritual engagement, ‘that the gods in their benevolence and graciousness unstintingly shed their light upon theurgists, summoning up their souls to themselves and orchestrating their union with them’.[footnoteRef:30] The effectiveness of this argument for divination is that it affords humanity the agency with which to affect their soul’s journey and therefore hasten their unification with the divine – through divinatory ritual, as opposed to leaving it solely to fate. The belief that one was to some extent in control of one’s fate was not a novel one at the time of De mysteriis’ release – in fact this belief was common,[footnoteRef:31] and as such, this argument for divination falls in line with these cultural pre-conceptions and is instructive in how to change the course of one’s fate. Therefore, this argument for divination is a strong one in that its outcome is likely to inspire adherence to divining rituals for those seeking this sacred union; thus propagating the divinatory arts further.[footnoteRef:32] Even for those that did not believe in a changeable fate, this idea may have been a tempting alternative. [28:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 181.]  [29:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.]  [30:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 51.]  [31:  Plotinus, The Enneads 6.9.5, edited by Lloyd P. Gerson, trans. by George Boys-Stones, John M. Dillon, Lloyd P. Gerson, R.A. King, Andrew Smith, and James Wilberding, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), p. 888.]  [32:  Struck, ‘Iamblichus on Divine Divination and Human Intuition’, p. 215. ] 

De mysteriis’ arguments for divination centring around God’s benevolence over wrathfulness would also have been a distinctly enticing concept, with plenty of contemporaneous contemplations on the nature of Divine punishments.[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  Sabine MacCormack, ‘Sin, Citizenship, and the Salvation of Souls: The Impact of Christian Priorities on Late-Roman and Post-Roman Society’, in Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 39.4, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 644–673 (653), <http://www.jstor.org/stable/179363>. ] 

In De mysteriis’ arguments for divination being of a Neoplatonic dialogic style, says Hyland in Why Plato Wrote Dialogues, one resultant factor is the potentiality for the ease of proliferation of the key arguments of De mysteriis,[footnoteRef:34] similarly, not being ‘dependant on its author for support’.[footnoteRef:35] The dialogue drives ‘the reader beyond the dialogue itself’ by not allowing its reader to “forget to philosophize” by dwelling endlessly on textual subtleties’.[footnoteRef:36] Therefore, based on these claims, Iamblichus delivers his defence of Pagan religious practises, including divination, in an effective manner, in the sense that Iamblichus’ intentions for De mysteriis was for the propagation of his conceptualisation of theurgy being humanity’s route to salvation, as referenced in the extensive writings on Iamblichus’ life and works by Chiaradonna and Lecerf.[footnoteRef:37] [34:  Drew A. Hyland, ‘Why Plato Wrote Dialogues.’ Philosophy & Rhetoric, vol. 1.1 (Penn State University Press, 1968), pp. 38–50, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/40236736.>. ]  [35:  Hyland, p. 39. ]  [36:  Hyland, p. 40. ]  [37:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.] 

The theurgical rhetoric that suffuses De mysteriis is exemplified where Iamblichus retorts: ‘Birds are moved not only by the impulse of their own particular soul, but also by the guardian daemon of living beings; and furthermore, the circulation of the air and the power descending from the sky to the air, bringing everything into harmony with the gods' purposes, lead them in conformity with what the gods initially command.’[footnoteRef:38] One negative of this work in this sense would be that it is not a holistic defence of divination – it does so through a specific lens. However, as stated by Polymnia Athanassaidi: theurgy ‘dominated late antiquity to such an extent that it was viewed by both Church and State as at the same time the most representative and the most pernicious aspect of the pagan spirit.’[footnoteRef:39] This fact counterbalances the aforementioned problem by developing a detailed philosophy on what was considered most representative of what Iamblichus was defending, as opposed to De mysteriis having more philosophical diversity but a resultant condensed depth. Similarly resultant from the theurgical rhetoric is a clear passion in the tone of the work; this can only help further serve the perceived weight of his arguments by readers. [38:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 159.]  [39:  Polymnia Athanassaidi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’,  The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 83, (Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies, Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 115–30 (115), <https://doi.org/10.2307/300982>.] 

To elaborate on this then, to effectively critically review the text and its arguments for divination, it would be remiss to abstain from discussing its impact and contemporaneous reception. Though some lauded it as a successful, extensive defence of divination, and as a revolutionary practical theurgical manifesto,[footnoteRef:40] others, including actual followers of Iamblichus, Polymnia Athanassaidi notes, faced difficulties ‘when dealing with his exegesis’.[footnoteRef:41] Similarly, in the preface of the Emma C. Clarke (et al) version of De mysteriis, she cites Eunapius (4th–5th century AD), who similarly ‘remarked that Iamblichus’s writings were neither eloquent nor graceful’.[footnoteRef:42] This insinuates an apparent inability to clearly present his conclusions and his key points within his arguments to his peers and followers, and this being the case would serve to significantly disvalue the effectiveness of De mysteriis. The fact that some followers called into question the care and precision of Iamblichus’ textual readings of others’ work arguably reduces the possibility for the successfulness of his own, and in De mysteriis’ case, in his adequately addressing the accusations levelled at Pagan religious practises by Porphyry. Athanassaidi observes how ‘This attitude is perpetuated by Proclus' epigoni who, while accepting Iamblichus' greatness, pronounce him too intuitive and therefore unclear’.[footnoteRef:43] Despite these negative assertions surrounding the effectiveness of his writing style, it is made apparent that it is this same style responsible for his ‘elusiveness […]’ that is also ‘the source of his great charm’ and the primary reason for his followers’ reverence towards him and his writing.[footnoteRef:44] This is resounding support for the effectiveness of De mysteriis.  [40:  Chiaradonna, Lecerf, ‘Iamblichus’.]  [41:  Athanassaidi, p. 116.]  [42:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, Emma C. Clarke’s preface.]  [43:  Athanassaidi, p. 116.]  [44:  Athanassaidi, p. 116.] 

One of Porphyry’s most central concerns surrounding divination from Letter To Anebo was whether it is not a ‘purely psychological phenomenon caused by combination of inner and outward disturbances’. [footnoteRef:45] In De mysteriis, Iamblichus approaches this question in a scientific manner – producing ‘a theoretical framework by reference to which every known divinatory practice can be classified or rejected’.[footnoteRef:46] However, conversely, the fact that Iamblichus is only able to provide qualitative data to back up his arguments calls into question the reliability of his sources and therefore the weight of his arguments. [footnoteRef:47] Despite this, qualitative data, in the words of Matthew B. Miles in an article for Administrative Science Quarterly,  ‘in principle, offer[s] a far more precise way to assess causality’ in certain instances.[footnoteRef:48] Causality being a significant sticking point for Porphyry in his reticence to accept the legitimacy of divination, this increased potentiality within the testimonies, as alluded to by Miles, of clarifying the causality, gives De mysteriis more relevance in its application, given that it collects numerous, diverse sources.  [45:  Athanassaidi, p. 118.]  [46:  Athanassaidi, p. 119.]  [47:  Athanassaidi, p. 118.]  [48:  Matthew B. Miles, ‘Qualitative Data as an Attractive Nuisance: The Problem of Analysis.’, Administrative Science Quarterly, vol. 24, no. 4 (Sage Publications, Inc., Johnson Graduate School of Management, Cornell University, 1979), p. 590–601 (590), <https://doi.org/10.2307/2392365>. ] 

These diverse sources mentioned in the previous paragraph include accounts that are intended to provide the practical application of divination, such as in the medical arts, such as that of ‘Aschlepius’s sanctuaries’, where divine dreams dissipated diseases,[footnoteRef:49] and Alexander’s armies having been led to safety by the wisdom of an apparition of Dionysus.[footnoteRef:50] Iamblichus also offers what he believes to be the greatest evidence that divination is truly of divine and not human origins when referencing how many, in a state of divine inspiration, ‘even when fire is applied to them, are not burned, since the fire does not touch them. [italics mine]’[footnoteRef:51] On the one hand this evidence is solid, given that it is falsifiable, though again the fact that Iamblichus himself has seemingly not tested these claims does undermine its value.[footnoteRef:52]  Matthew B. Miles observes how this sort of approach is an ‘imposing’[footnoteRef:53] of a framework of research biases from the start, rather than ‘being open to what the […] [evidence] has to tell us’.[footnoteRef:54]  [49:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 127.]  [50:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 127.]  [51:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, p. 129.]  [52:  Miles, p. 591.]  [53:  Miles, p. 591.]  [54:  Miles, p. 591.] 

Conclusion

The aim of the essay was to provide a critical review of Iamblichus’ De mysteriis, with specific focus on its arguments for divination, through analysis of the primary source (as translated by Clarke et al) in conjunction with secondary scholarly material. In conclusion then, Iamblichus’ De mysteriis is successful in its aim of providing a defence of Pagan religious practises including divination. The extent of its success is questionable in varying degrees but it does manage to give coherent arguments for divination and the like, and effectively addresses the admonitions against them given by Porphyry. 
Given the fact that Porphyry, with his Letter To Anebo, teased Iamblichus’ theurgical treatise out of him through rebuttals of Porphyry’s claims against the ritual arts, De mysteriis’ successes can be established by how well it provided to a wider audience an advocation for these practises, cannot be gleamed from the work itself nor scholarly sources. There is of course, as has been presented, the points that let some air out of De mysteriis’ successes, such as: the potentially limiting theurgical lens through which Iamblichus frames his entire work in defence of Pagan ritual practises; his personal biases; the potential pitfalls of the dialogic style its arguments take; the textual denseness and looseness of his Platonic readings that some have levelled at Iamblichus; and the reliability of the provided evidence.

However, the above having been said, the falsifiability of De mysteriis’ evidential claims; similarly its use of qualitative data – with its usefulness in identifying causality; the cultural impact, inspirational-nature, and longevity of the work; the detail in which he dissects what was considered to be the most representational of Pagan ritual practises; the perceived charm of his writing style; and lastly, its dialogic style pre-packaging it for propagation – which would have been one of Iamblichus’ primary concerns as textually supported, are all conducive to De mysteriis’ importance and value as a text, and the effectiveness of its arguments for divination. These latter statements, to me, prove more significant than the negative. The fact that De mysteriis is able to meet Porphyry’s oppositions to divination in ways that lessen the strength of the critiques in itself suggests that Iamblichus’ arguments for divination are potent ones.

Personally, I consider De mysteriis an integral text in collating evidence of both what Pagan religious practises actually consisted off in the time of Iamblichus, and potentially substantiating the true worth in these practises. Its influence and its longevity are testaments to the strength of its arguments and its writing – which, though at times dense and complex, is punctuated by light, poetry, and passion which engages its reader in mind and spirit. 
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