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A Critical Review of Iamblichus’ Arguments for Divination in De Mysteriis
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[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay aims to provide a critical review of Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in De Mysteriis.[footnoteRef:1] In service of same aim, in the first part, I will present Iamblichus and his treatise within prevalent intellectual, religious and cultural context of the third and fourth centuries; while -also in relation to the structure of the text- looking into differing theories in secondary sources. In the second part, primarily, Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in the opening paragraph of Book III of De Mysteriis, that is written under the Egyptian pseudonym Abamon, as a reply to the Letter of Porphyry to Anebo will be explored. In doing that, I aim to narrow down my focus to the arguments for inspired (divine) divination rather than inductive (human) divination -which depends on human interpretation and skill. According to Crystal Addey, reflecting ‘the traditional Greek typology,’ the two-modes of divination are distinguished by their proximity to divine.[footnoteRef:2] Inspired divination, being the superior of the two-modes, operates at the supra-rational level and has a role within theurgy.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), translated by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003)]  [2:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods (Franham: Ashgate, 2014), ch.7, p.239-282.]  [3:  Crystal Addey, “Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis,” in Seeing with Different Eyes: Essays in Astrology and Divination, ed. by Patrick Curry and Angela Voss (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007), p.2-8 & 20; please also see footnote 2.] 

Iamblichus of Chalcis (c.240-c.325 CE), a philosopher founded his own school in Syria, was a Neoplatonist and a theurgist, who wrote in Greek. Anne Sheppard regards him as one of the least understood figures in later Neoplatonism.[footnoteRef:4] Gregory Shaw considers Iamblichus who ‘had once been a student of Porphyry,’ ‘one of the most respected Platonists and Phytagoreans of his time.’[footnoteRef:5] Emma Clarke et all. record Iamblichus’ essential influence on Syrianus and Proclus and thus on ‘later Athenian school of Neoplatonists’ while highlighting; in late antiquity he was renowned for practicing magic as ‘an enigmatic but reluctant wonder-worker,’ ‘an accusation which Iamblichus would hotly deny.’[footnoteRef:6] Original title of his treatise is The Reply of the Master Abamon to the Letter of Porphyry to Anebo and the Solutions to the Questions it Contains. The text is commonly known as, De Mysteriis, a shorter version of the one invented by Marsilio Ficino for his Latin translation.[footnoteRef:7] In their introduction to first twenty-first century translation of the treatise, translators highlight that for ‘a full appreciation of this remarkable document,’ centuries long interpretative-strands of Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy, Chaldean thought and Aegypto-Greek magic and religion must be recognized.[footnoteRef:8] Due to his and De Mysteriis’ association with theurgy, Iamblichus was not viewed by many classical scholars of twentieth-century as a proper philosopher. Because, as Sheppard summarizes, theurgy, ‘regarded as the point at which Neoplatonism degenerates into magic, superstition and irrationalism.’[footnoteRef:9] Shaw, like John F. Finamore, connects referred perception with, ‘its most articulate spokesman’s,’ E. R. Dodds’ influential but simply incorrect ‘characterization of theurgy as superstitious magic.’[footnoteRef:10] Somewhere else Shaw elaborates, theurgy is a borrowed term from Chaldeans ‘to designate “work of god” and to distinguish’ it ‘from merely human rituals’ and magic.[footnoteRef:11] Dodds, in Theurgy and Its Relationship to Neoplatonism published in 1947, concludes that ‘the de mysteriis is a manifesto of irrationalism, an assertion that the road to salvation is found not in reason but in ritual.’[footnoteRef:12] According to Addey, despite recent revaluation that refined Doods’ stark picture, his influential criticism still typifies considerable scholarly perceptions that sees ‘a sharp, dichotomous division between the ‘rationalist’ approach of Plotinus and Porphyry,’ ‘and the ‘irrational’ ritualism of later Neoplatonist philosophers such as Iamblichus and Proclus.’[footnoteRef:13] In De Mysteriis, Iamblichus provides answers and explanations to questions and challenges posed in Porphyry’s letter, the letter which is mainly preserved from Iamblichus’ work. Scholars agree, in the aforementioned sense, which is also self-evident from the original title, the treatise functions ‘within the philosophical genre of ‘Problems and Solutions’.’[footnoteRef:14] Shaw suggests a profound misunderstanding at Porphyry’s part which exasperated Iamblichus and motivated him to write the ‘sharply polemical treatise.’[footnoteRef:15] Similarly, Finamore who argues ‘the nature of human soul and the role of religion in its salvation’ are the two points philosophers disagreed about, elsewhere interprets that, throughout De Mysteriis, Iamblichus ‘refutes every point that Porphyry makes, often berating the philosopher as if he were a mere tyro.’[footnoteRef:16] All the while, Addey claims the treatise also functions ‘within the tradition of Platonic dialogue,’ a central teaching method in Neoplatonic tradition.[footnoteRef:17] According to Addey’s thesis, ‘the exchange is a deliberately constructed dialogue’ between two Neoplatonic philosophers and the result, De Mysteriis, being ‘a detailed exposition of ‘pagan’ religious practices’ is primarily ‘an educational and didactic tool for pagans and philosophers’ and secondarily ‘a defence of paganism and theurgy against contemporary Christian accusations and criticisms.’[footnoteRef:18] In writing De Mysteriis whether Iamblichus’ motivation; as Clarke et all and Shaw suggest was to counter an erroneous attack from inside the Neoplatonic circle or as Addey argues to provide a thoroughly thought response of the Neoplatonic circle, itself, to the perceived needs of the contemporary intellectual, religious and cultural context, inside and out of the Neoplatonic circle, is clearly a new controversy in today’s scholastic world.[footnoteRef:19] A controversy raised by Addey against general consensus about the hostility of the debate, that poses and explores answers to questions such as: Why Porphyry, being a formidable opponent of Christianity echoed Late Antique Christian propaganda?[footnoteRef:20] Is it in order to extend the spectrum of questions in a deliberately constructed mystagogic dialogue? Might that indicate and support the need for a reassessment of Porphyry? Does disagreement between Plotinus and Iamblichus on the nature of the soul ‘represents a difference of emphasis rather than a fundamental doctrinal difference’?[footnoteRef:21] According to Polymnia Athanassiadi (who do not perceive a hostile debate), simply: Iamblichus was not in the least angry at irrelevant questions and as a teacher with patience produced a treatise on divination.[footnoteRef:22]  [4:  Anne Sheppard, review of ‘Iamblichus and the Theory of the Vehicle of the Soul by John F. Finamore,’ The Classical Review, New Series, Vol. 37 (1987), p.104.]  [5:  Gregory Shaw, “Platonic Siddhas: Supernatural Philosophers of Neoplatonism,” in Beyond Physicalism: Toward Reconciliation of Science and Spirituality, ed. by Edward F. Kelly, Adam Crabtree, and Paul Marshall (New York: Rownman & Littlefield, 2015), p.289; Gregory Shaw, “Archetypal Psychology, Dreamwork, and Neoplatonism,” in Octagon: The Quest for Wholeness, Volume 2, ed. by Hans Thomas Hakl (Gaggenau, Germany: H. Frietsch Verlag, 2016) p.329.]  [6:  Emma C. Clarke, et all. Introduction to, Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), translated by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), p.xxv.]  [7:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis Aegyptiorum, Chaldaeorum, Assyriorum (On the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldaeans and Assyrians, translated by Marsilio Ficino (1549) https://archive.org/details/bub_gb_RXV75Y9aRPYC/page/n1 ]  [8:  Clarke, et all. Introduction to, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), p.xviii.]  [9:  Anne Sheppard, ‘Proclus’ Attitude to Theurgy,’ The Classical Quarterly, Vol.32 (1982), p.212.]  [10:  Shaw, “Archetypal Psychology, Dreamwork, and Neoplatonism,” p.328.; John F. Finamore, “Reason and Irrationality: Iamblichus on Divination through Dreams,” in Praying and Contemplating in Late Antiquity, ed. by Eleni Pachoumi and Mark Edwards (Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2018), p.39.; Gregory Shaw, ‘Containing Ecstasy: The Strategies of Iamblichean Theurgy,’ Dionysius, Vol. XXI (2003), p.55.]  [11:  Shaw, ‘Containing Ecstasy,’ p.54.]  [12:  E. R. Dodds, ‘Theurgy and Its Relationship to Neoplatonism,’ The Journal of Roman Studies. Vol.37 (1947), p.59.]  [13:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p.5-6.]  [14:  Clarke, et all. Introduction to, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), p.xlviii.; Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p.129.]  [15:  Shaw, “The Role of Aesthesis in Theurgy,” p.91.]  [16:  John F. Finamore, “Iamblichus,” in A History of the Mind and Body in Late Antiquity, ed. by Anna Marmodoro and Sophie Cartwright (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), p.97; John F. Finamore, “Iamblichus, Theurgy, and the Soul’s Ascent,” in Philosophy and Salvation in Greek Religion, ed. by Vishwa Adluri (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), p.347.]  [17:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p.133-136.]  [18:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p.128. For a detailed account of Addey’s central thesis and supportive arguments see ch. 4: Debating Oracles, p.127-169.]  [19:  Clarke et all. Introduction to, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), p.xxix.; also see footnote 18.; Gregory Shaw, “The Role of Aesthesis in Theurgy,” in Iamblichus and the Foundations of Late Platonism, ed. by Eugene Afonasin, John Dillon and John F. Finamore (Leiden: Brill, 2012) p.91-92.]  [20:  Iamblichus, DM 3.31 (179-180) trans. by Clarke et all. (..with atheists by referring to Christians: ‘In vain then, do you introduce the opinion of the atheists that “all divination is accomplished by the evil daemon”.’); also see footnote 18.]  [21:  Please see footnote 18, especially p.148.]  [22:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus,’ The Journal of Roman Studies Vol.83 (1993), p.115-130.] 

Inspired (Divine) Divination
Book III of De Mysteriis opens with Porphyry’s request for an explanation of ‘what happens in predicting the future,’ to which Iamblichus replies by highlighting the wrong premises Porphyry’s question is based on, as he writes:  
For a start, however, what you are trying to learn is quite impossible. For, according to the gist of your question, you believe something like this about foreknowledge: “that it can come into being,” and is among “the things existing in nature.” But it is not one of the things coming into existence, and it does not behave like a natural change, neither is it like an artefact invented for use in daily life, nor is it, generally speaking, a human achievement at all. But it is a thing divine, supernatural, sent from heaven above; both unbegotten and eternal, it takes priority by its own nature.[footnoteRef:23] [my italics] [23:  Iamblichus, DM 3.1 (100) trans. by Clarke et all. ] 

Iamblichus dismisses Porphyry’s question, because, first of all it treats the phenomenon, as if it can be explained and understood in dialectical terms, and secondly (and more fundamentally) as if it is from nature. As a Neoplatonist, Iamblichus has a complex metaphysical system which enables all modes of divination, Finamore records.[footnoteRef:24] And thus, Iamblichus starts by highlighting the impossibility of understanding inspired divination from the level of existence Porphyry asks his question. He emphasizes inspired divination’s divine causes and thus, the need for grace, so that a superior kind of learning can occur. Translators of De Mysteriis record, throughout the work, Iamblichus urges Porphyry, for learning of a superior kind ‘which comes with the experience of revelation.’[footnoteRef:25] Iamblichus’ characterization of inspired divination, rather than being “irrational,” is due to supra-rational nature of theurgy and inspired divination, Addey notes. That is, since, the principle ‘is divine and eternal,’ it involves ‘the human soul perceiving the cosmos from the eternal perspective of the gods.’[footnoteRef:26] The notion of supra-rationality reconciles the otherwise unbridgeable gap between philosophical speculation and revelation as embodied experience. Neoplatonists’ wisdom was in their noetic and non-dualistic thinking, that ‘precedes and sustains discursive “thinking”’ as we understand it, Shaw further elaborates.[footnoteRef:27] Iamblichus further states, the principle of inspired divination is not a process of nature, it is not some human invention to be used for ordinary purposes of life, nor for human need. More importantly, it is not in human’s nature to divine. Inspired divination arises from a divine agency that manifests according to its own principles that are prior to nature, and thus transcends the premises Porphyry’s question is based on. Value of philosophy is not denied, however, declared simply futile (on its own) and, in comparison to revelation as embodied experience. A divine experience, that involves illumination from above (without) according to the will of the gods. These are the foundational themes of inspired divination which are repeatedly described in the treatise.[footnoteRef:28] With those themes, Iamblichus elucidates the superior kind of the two-modes of divination. ‘All else is subordinate’ and belongs to the secondary operations he adds. Everything, including the body and the soul are tools to be used, for the gift of inspired divination.[footnoteRef:29] Moreover, human beings are in need of divine illumination, as a remedy for their defective nature. Iamblichus writes: [24:  Finamore, “Reason and Irrationality,” p.52.]  [25:  Clarke, et all. Introduction to, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), p.xlix-l.]  [26:  Addey, “Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis,”, p.5.]  [27:  Gregory Shaw, “The Neoplatonic Transmission of Ancient Wisdom,” in Religious Competition in the Greco-Roman World ed. by Nathaniel P. DesRosiers and Lily C. Vuong (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016), p.110]  [28:  Iamblichus, DM 3.1 (100); DM 3.11 (125; 126; 127; 128); DM 3.12 (129); DM 3.14 (133; 134); DM 3.16 (138); DM 3.17 (140); DM 3.21 (150) trans. by Clarke et all.  ]  [29:  Iamblichus, DM 3.1 (101); DM 3.7 (115); DM 3.8 (116; 117); DM 3.9 (119) trans. by Clarke et all. ] 

For the human race is feeble and puny, it sees but a little ahead, and is endowed with a congenital futility. But there is one remedy for its inherent straying, confusion, and unstable changing, and that is, if it participates so far as possible in some portion of the divine light.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Iamblichus, DM 3.18 (144) trans. by Clarke et all.] 

Human beings’ nothingness in comparison with the divine is a theme repeated in Book III, as the luminous vehicle (subtle body) that enables participation in divine light.[footnoteRef:31] In emphasizing the former, Iamblichus highlights his insistence for the need of being conscious of one’s own nothingness, as the foundational inner attitude, for cultivation of one’s receptivity and thus, for the ultimate aim of being able to gradually embody the perfection of the divine.[footnoteRef:32] ‘In the end the central element in all forms of true divination is illumination by light’ Finamore writes.[footnoteRef:33] Iamblichus calls this power: “evoking the light.”[footnoteRef:34] By illumination of the aether-like, luminous vehicle that is surrounding the soul, ‘the divine appearances, set in motion by the gods’ will take possession of the imaginative power in us’ he adds. This way, a mode of imagination becomes operative while simultaneously ‘normal human behaviour has been completely displaced.’[footnoteRef:35] Here, the reader of De Mysteriis is confronted with hierarchical levels of knowledge in the theme of human’s nothingness. The former is discursive knowledge of one’s own nothingness in comparison with the gods, which is presented as the starting point of the gradual ascent and which makes one to turn to supplications.[footnoteRef:36] The latter, however, is imaginal knowledge. In other words, it is immediate knowing due to illumination from the imaginal realm that becomes operative simultaneously with the experience of nothingness of the human being. Nothingness, in the sense when ‘normal human behaviour has been completely displaced.’[footnoteRef:37] Here, I use the phrase imaginal, following Henri Corbin who coined the term and who records; Illuminationist Suhrawardi was the first in Islam, to establish the ontology of imaginal world.[footnoteRef:38] As I summarised in a previous essay: Corbin argues, the imaginal world, with its subtle and immaterial nature, is an ontologically real world to which the organ of active imagination and the subtle body belong. He also warns against terminology problem, against possible misinterpretations of confusing this imaginative power and the imaginal, with the imagination that is identified with fantasy and imaginary.[footnoteRef:39] Similarly, Iamblichus makes a distinction between ‘divine imaginations’ and ‘mere images’ that are without energy, essence and truth of the things seen.[footnoteRef:40] Iamblichus in recognizing inspired divination’s function as bestower of divinity via a share in divine life (via a share in energy, essence and truth of the things seen), describes its role in theurgy.[footnoteRef:41]  [31:  Iamblichus, DM 3.18 (144); DM 3.19 (146) trans. by Clarke et all. [for the theme of nothingness]; Iamblichus, DM 3.14 (132-133) trans. by Clarke et all.; also DM 3.11 (125: for the luminous spirit in us, through which we are able to receive the god.) [for the theme of the luminous vehicle]]  [32:  Iamblichus, DM 1.15 (47-48) trans. by Clarke et all.]  [33:  John F. Finamore, “Iamblichus on Light and the Transparent,” in The Divine Iamblichus: Philosopher and Man of Gods, ed. by H. J. Blumenthal & Gillian Clark, p.55-64 (London: Bristol Classical Press, 1993); Iamblichus, DM 3.14 (134) trans. by Clarke et all.]  [34:  Iamblichus, DM 3.14 (132) trans. by Clarke et all. ]  [35:  Iamblichus, DM 3.14 (132-133) trans. by Clarke et all.; also DM 3.11 (125: for the luminous spirit in us, through which we are able to receive the god.)]  [36:  Iamblichus, DM 1.15 (47-48) trans. by Clarke et all.]  [37:  Iamblichus, DM 3.14 (133) trans. by Clarke et all.]  [38:  Henry Corbin, "The Visionary Dream in Islamic Spirituality," in The Dream and Human Society, ed. by Grunebaum G. E. Von and Caillois Roger (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1966) p.20. (Imaginal world : mundus imaginalis : alam al-mithal)]  [39:  Henry Corbin, "Mundus Imaginalis or, the Imaginary and the Imaginal," in Swedenborg and Esoteric Islam, (USA: Swedenborg Studies Monograph Series. 1995 [1964]) p.1-33.; Corbin, "The Visionary Dream in Islamic Spirituality," p.19-21; Ayşe Bilge Yılmaz, HPCA7001, Essay 1 (2018), p.4.]  [40:  Iamblichus, DM 3.25 (160-161) trans. by Clarke et all.]  [41:  Addey, “Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis,”, p.4-5; [Addey refers to Iamblichus, DM 10.4 (289)]; DM 3.25 (160-161) trans. by Clarke et all.] 

In conclusion, in Iamblician cosmovision inspired divination which is the opening theme of Book III, is a supra-rational possibility. Due to ontological dependence upon the higher orders of reality, this possibility calls for an orientation towards the divine origin. A gradual re-orientation, initially by being conscious of one’s nothingness but primarily by being able to be nothing. So that, by total displacement of human behaviour, illumination of the subtle body by will of the gods’ and by inspired imagination, theurgist can have a share in divine life. In that respect inspired divination has its role in theurgy. In Iamblician way of life ‘philosophy was mystagogy’ as Shaw suggests.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Shaw, “The Neoplatonic Transmission of Ancient Wisdom,” p.111] 
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