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Critical Analysis of Divination in Iamblichus’ On the Mysteries
Introduction 
This essay is a critical review of the arguments in support of divination in a primary source known as On the Mysteries.  The source is a response from the teacher known as ‘Abammon’ to a letter written by Porphyry to Anebo, a pupil of Iamblichus.  It seeks to answer some of the questions that Porphyry, a Greek Philosopher, raises regarding the matter of divination.  
Iamblichus assumes the role of Abammon, an Egyptian prophet, which implies that Iamblichus had reverence or respect for the Egyptian cosmology and religious systems that he defends, whether overtly or covertly.  Addey[footnoteRef:1] notes that for some researchers, the unusual mix of Egyptian cosmology and beliefs alongside late Greek philosophical ideas presents a challenge in understanding how all of the pieces fit together to produce the kind of understanding that Iamblichus was seeking.  [1:  Addey, 2014: 167] 

In terms of essay structure, the first section will consider the context and background of the exchange, noting in particular how On the Mysteries includes both Greek and Egyptian influences and that Iamblichus is taking up a stance in the opposite corner of Porphyry.  Whilst Porphyry is looking to prove the use of divination practices wrong using a rational approach, Iamblichus is writing from the perspective of one who believes knowledge of the divine is one of the tools of philosophers.  The conclusion will note that Iamblichus operates from an approach that sees divination as coming from the gods and uncontrolled by humans, and that divination is to be taken seriously as a gift from the gods.  
Background to On the Mysteries 
Iamblichus’s response to Porphyry is a combination of purely Neoplatonic thought drawn from the philosophical system that he was no doubt schooled in, but also includes influences from Egyptian cosmology[footnoteRef:2].    This would also correlate with theory that the name Abammon was chosen by Iamblichus as a tribute to the Hermetic wisdom of Egypt.  Some scholars argue that the name is simply Egyptian sounding, whilst others argue that the use of ‘ab’ at the beginning of his name suggests a priest with ‘Ammon’ (or Amun) being the deity to which the priest ministers[footnoteRef:3].  If this was Iamblichus’ intention, then it would suggest that his Egyptian influences were even greater than initially thought. [2:  Clarke 2008: 164]  [3:  Addey 2014: 158] 

A contrast between two opposing perspectives can be observed: the rational and contemplative approach taken by the earlier philosophers such as Plotinus and Porphyry compared to Proclus or Iamblichus who felt more religiously inspired in their philosophies.  Addey[footnoteRef:4] writes that Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo is interpreted across a spectrum by scholars, from a scathing attack on divination and religious practices to an intellectual who was raising pertinent questions.  For example, whilst Athanassaidi[footnoteRef:5] views the exchange as a pleasant discourse and fails to see any anger in Iamblichus’ answers, it does seem to be the case that there is tension between the response and the original.   [4:  Addey 2014: 129]  [5:  Quoted in Addey 2014: 130] 

Early Greek philosophers from the life of Plato, or perhaps even Pythagoras, saw themselves as gathering information and arguments that qualified them to operate within the social and political arenas of the time, including how to identify and establish an ideal society.  From the third century, philosophers such as Iamblichus, Porphyry and Origen sought to include an additional facet into the toolkit of such advisors, namely that these philosophers were an authority on ritual and the concomitant expertise on communication with the divine sphere and how that would interact with an ideal society.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]This was important in the third century as scholars have demonstrated that for emperors of the time, it was crucial that they align themselves with specific deities as they sought to achieve legitimate rule in countries outside of their own.  Non-Christian Platonists such as Porphyry and Iamblichus were among the leading authors on the subject of spirit and their associated realms during this period[footnoteRef:6].   Whilst Porphyry can be considered a non-Christian Platonist, Fraser[footnoteRef:7] writes that his views on divination are strikingly similar to the modern Christian church, and the idea of a demonic race seeking to tempt and sabotage man also closely mirrors the Enochian demonologies of Hellenistic Judaism.  Porphyry believed that ‘daemons’, or the spirits who worked with humans in order to divine the future or the will of the gods, could be good or bad, and those that sought to confuse mankind with bad intent could masquerade as helpful spirits. [6:  Marx-Wolf 2010: 482-3]  [7:  Fraser 2009: 142] 

The structure, form and context of Iamblichus’ apologetic discourse on divination could be discussed at length but having noted that the context of On the Mysteries is a response to Porphyry’s letter to Anebo, it is sufficient to observe that the structure of the treatise falls within the category of ‘question and answer’ which has come to be associated with Greek philosophical texts.  In each section, Iamblichus sums up the question or the perspective undertaken by Porphyry and then responds accordingly, often including questions of his own as part of the response.  Plato utilised the method extensively, for example in Phaedrus.  In fact, Felix believes that Plato was the inspiration for much of Iamblichus’ work, “[This] notion of philosophy as an active route to the freedom and transformation of the soul is shared by Iamblichus at all times…Each of the main themes in his understanding of philosophy starts from the work of Plato and is inspired by it”.[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Felix 2016: 174] 

In terms of the suitability of the question and answer method, Iamblichus utilises it to full capacity in a logical and sequential manner; he began by identifying the statement or criticism made by Porphyry, often quoting it in full, before offering his response and then moving on to the next part of the argument until summarising his response at the end.  As a result, the method is entirely fitting to the type of apologia that Iamblichus was seeking to write, and it also left little room for further argument from Porphyry and his peers.  
Divination in On the Mysteries
In a discussion of how music has a significant place in the history of magic, Tomlinson[footnoteRef:9] writes that Iamblichus applied music to his two distinctive categories of divination.  The first type is of a less pure and less divinely inspired, where humans trained themselves to read signs and sympathies in order to discern the future or effect particular outcomes; the second was a transcendent and ecstatic union of human and divinity.  During the Renaissance and being inspired by Iamblichus’ use of music in his apologia, Ficino in the 1480s applied a sense of tapping – of humans tapping hidden forces and connections whilst the higher union or revealing of divine mysteries operates in a sphere where music is ‘moving and sensuous’, and that the music which mirrors the motions of the universe causes the gods themselves to appear[footnoteRef:10].  Additionally, Iamblichus defends the place of music in divination, arguing that before the soul was known in the physical or material realm, it consisted of rhythm and harmony that is recognised by, and itself recognises divine inspiration[footnoteRef:11]. [9:  Tomlinson 1993: 146]  [10:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, III.9, trans Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J.P. Hershbell (eds.), Atlanta, Society of Biblical Literature, 2003.  ]  [11:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, III.9] 

Music is only one aspect that Iamblichus defends in On the Mysteries.  In Book 3[footnoteRef:12], Iamblichus sums up his definition of divination as a natural phenomenon that emanates from the gods, “…the gods, through the use of many intermediate instruments, send forth signs to human beings, not only using the services of daemons but also those of souls and of nature and all things in the cosmos which obey these”.   [12:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, III.16] 

This demonstrates how Iamblichus viewed the nature of divination, and additionally, he opens Book 3 with an important statement that underpins and drives his defence, namely that man has no control over divination.  Logical progression of this argument would then mean that there would be usefulness in debating the nature of divination, or the methodology, or the uses, but arguments that seek to decide whether or not divination exists or whether or not it should be used are rendered pointless.  This point then, summed up as Iamblichus believing that man had no control over divination may go some way to explaining why Iamblichus comes across as exasperated or frustrated at times.
Iamblichus makes the point that divination is a gift bestowed by the gods, it is supernatural, divine, unbegotten and eternal, and therefore it cannot be set in motion by people or controlled by them.  Divinatory practices include divine acts and signs, visions and scientific insights[footnoteRef:13].  Dreams also provide an additional element, and Iamblichus responds to Porphyry’s suggestion that divination is unreliable when taking place in dreams.  Iamblichus points out that guidance given by the gods through dreams usually takes the form of communication when in a hypnogogic or hypnopompic state, which is a different state to sleep itself[footnoteRef:14]. [13:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, III.1]  [14:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, III.2] 

[bookmark: _Hlk518930302]Dreams were of particular interest to ancient Greek philosophers, Aristotle wrote a short essay called ‘Divination through Sleep’ where he rejected the possibility of divination through sleep due to its haphazard nature, in particular the way in which divinatory dreams occurred indiscriminately, including to people who are not thoughtful, and additionally made the point that animals also dream.  As a result, Aristotle believed that dreams were ‘daemonic’, and disagreed with Socrates and Plato on the three crucial points relating to divination: some dreams are sent by gods; contain gods’ instruction; and gods give indications about the future through their use[footnoteRef:15].  Porphyry sounds as though he is taking up a similar position to Aristotle on the matter, which is what led to Iamblichus to note that divine communication is more likely to take place during the hypnopompic or hypnogogic stages rather than sleep phases.   [15:  Mikalson 2010: 123] 

Conclusion
Iamblichus’ On the Mysteries demonstrates the thinking of a group of Greek philosophers that included Socrates, who sought to include divinity in their philosophies, which was in opposition to the rationalists that only saw science and nature.  On the Mysteries is a defence against criticisms and questions levelled against divination in the letter from Porphyry and is a perfect example of the two schools of thought.  It is presented in a way that is typical of Greek philosophical discourse in that Iamblichus divided the text into sections, and at the start of each section summarised the question or criticism of Porphyry before then going on to respond.  Each point or criticism from the Letter to Anebo is laid out, and responded to thoroughly, often with Hellenistic or Hermetic wisdom attached; and it is a method that is entirely suited to Iamblichus’ form of argument.  
Despite some scholars feeling otherwise, there are places where Iamblichus demonstrates a tension, or a kind of frustration with Porphyry.  This makes sense when his stance on divination in dreams is summarised and shown to be aligned with Plato and Socrates: some dreams are sent by gods; contain gods’ instruction; and gods give indications about the future through their use.  Similarly, Iamblichus’ sees divination as a gift from the gods that cannot be affected from outside of the divine, and therefore, man has no control on the bestowing of the ability to read divination – it is entirely at the gods’ discretion.  
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