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Analyse the connections between theurgy, philosophy and magic 

Word Count: 3128
Introduction
This paper provides an analysis of the connections between theurgy, philosophy and magic within the classical Greek world. Theurgy is closely tied to philosophy as it rests upon a philosophical tradition inspired by Plato (ca. 427-347 CE). As stated by Gregory Shaw, it was ‘a synthesis’ of philosophy and ritual practices from the Egyptian and Chaldean religious traditions.[footnoteRef:1]  It was a ‘work of the gods’ capable of transforming man to divine status.[footnoteRef:2] The most comprehensive account of theurgy is ‘On the Mysteries’ written by the Neoplatonic Iamblichus of Syria (ca. 240–325 CE).[footnoteRef:3] It is a philosophical discourse aimed to answer philosophical questions raised by Porphyry who was a student of Plotinus (c. 204-270 CE).[footnoteRef:4] Porphyry and Iamblichus were the most highly educated Platonists of that period.[footnoteRef:5] According to John Dillon, after Plotinus the idea that one could influence the Gods through ritual actions, such as ‘prayer’ and ‘sacrifice’, became an issue within the platonic tradition.[footnoteRef:6]  He views the questions posed by Porphryr as a ‘comprehensive attack’ which highlights ‘philosophical objections to magic’.[footnoteRef:7] Anne Sheppard comments on how theurgy divided the Neoplatonic tradition into those who favoured philosophy as a rational discourse and those who allowed it to degenerate into ‘magic, superstition and irrationalism’.[footnoteRef:8] Likewise, E.R. Dodds views the discussion as an opposition between reason and ritual.[footnoteRef:9] Plotinus and Porphyry are often conceived to be on the rational side, with Iamblichus and Proclus associated with religious superstition, irrationalism and magic. This paper explores these perspectives highlighting the connections between magic and theurgy and their links with scholarly debates regarding the platonic philosophical tradition. It highlights the problems associated with defining magic and distinguishing it from religion, and looks at the worldview within which magic and theurgy were embedded and the underlying concepts of causation. It challenges the assumption that theurgy is ritual magic and that it is opposed to reason and rationality and it examines its role in relation to divination and the salvation of the soul. It also highlights the distinctions between magic and theurgy and the connections between theurgy and doctrines at the heart of platonic philosophy. [1:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul : The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus,  (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), p. 221.]  [2:  Shaw, p. 5.]  [3:  Iamblichus, Iamblichus on the Mysteries,  (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), p. xvi.]  [4:  Shaw, p. 15.]  [5:  Shaw, p. 8.]  [6:  John Dillon, 'Iamblichus’ Defence of Theurgy: Some Reflections', The International Journal of the Platonic Tradition, 1 (2007), 30.]  [7: Dillon, p. 32. ]  [8:  Anne Sheppard, 'Proclus' Attitude to Theurgy', The Classical Quarterly, 32 (1982), 212.]  [9:  E. R. Dodds, 'Theurgy and Its Relationship to Neoplatonism', The Journal of Roman Studies, 37 (1947), 59.] 

Magic, Religion, Theurgy and Worldview
As stated by Daniel Ogden, magic is ‘famously problematic’ to define, yet any classification of theurgy as magic depends upon the definition that one assigns to it. [footnoteRef:10]  The importance of magic in recent times has been in relation to the study of ancient religions, but definitions often have drawbacks due to changing conceptions of magic and religion through time. As noted by Jan Bremmer, in ancient times ‘religion was not yet conceptualized as a separate sphere of life’, so attempts to distinguish magic from religion can be based upon misconceptions of both.[footnoteRef:11] According to Bremmer one of the earliest mentions of magic in ancient Greece comes from Heraclitus and suggests links with practitioners in the mystery cults.[footnoteRef:12] Terms such as magi or magos were also related to the role of Priest.[footnoteRef:13] Bremmer notes that philosophers were particularly interested in the magi and Aristotle is quoted as claiming that they were oriented toward those who believe that ‘good is the source of all’. [footnoteRef:14] Other terms with more pejorative associations were goêteia and mageia and, although theurgy shares characteristics with such conceptions of magic from the Greek and Roman worlds, Iamblichus distinguishes theurgy from goêteia or what he describes as sorcery. [footnoteRef:15]  [10:  Daniel Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds : A Sourcebook, 2nd edn (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 4.; ]  [11:  Jan N. Bremmer, 'The Birth of the Term 'Magic'', Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik, 126 (1999), 10-11.]  [12:  Bremmer, pp. 2-3.]  [13:  Bremmer, p. 3.; Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism : Oracles of the Gods,  (Burlington, VT, USA: Ashgate, 2014), p. 33.]  [14:  Bremmer, p. 6.]  [15:  Bremmer, p. 9.] 


A key source for understanding ancient conceptions of magic and religion is the Greek Magical Papyri. It includes a great selection of ‘magic spells, formulae, hymns and rituals’  from spells to inflict harm, to humble requests for truthful revelations.[footnoteRef:16] All types can involve material objects, sacrifice, performance of prescribed actions and prayers and invocations of deities, angels or daemons.  Many of the spells were written, not only in Coptic, but in ‘Demotic’; an old Egyptian language and, as noted by Crystal Addey, recent scholarship suggests that some of the sources may have been Egyptian priests, so they may have some bearing on theurgic ritual.[footnoteRef:17] A Key technique used in theurgy was use of symbols to effect a mystical or magical transformation. A symbol could be all kinds of things from natural objects, such as a stone or plant with affinity to a specific deity, or a musical composition, text or sacred name.’[footnoteRef:18] According to Iamblichus: [16:  Hans Dieter Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells, 2nd edn (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). Back Cover]  [17:  Addey, pp. 37-38.]  [18:  Addey, p. 32.] 


Theurgic union is attained only by the efficacy of the unspeakable acts performed in the appropriate manner, acts which are beyond all comprehension, and by the potency of the unutterable symbols which are comprehended only by the gods...Without intellectual effort on our part the tokens by their own virtue accomplish their proper work. [footnoteRef:19] [19:  Iamblichus On the Mysteries cited in Dodds, p. 59.] 


Dillon, in attempting to classify theurgy, draws upon James Frazer’s distinction between magic and religion. Frazer defines religion as that which seeks to ‘propitiate a higher power’ and magic as that which seeks to ‘bend it to the magician’s will.’[footnoteRef:20]Dillon suggests that the theurgist utilizes knowledge of symbols and actions, such as sacrifice, on the assumption that if he does the right things, the gods will come.[footnoteRef:21] He therefore concludes that ‘theurgy is manipulative’, and thus ‘firmly established on the magical side of the divide’.[footnoteRef:22] However, the scholarly view that the questions raised by Porphyry represent philosophical objections to magic based upon superstition and irrationalism, is hard to sustain in light of the worldview in ancient Greece. As Derek Collins argues, the pre-socratic and platonic world view, combined invisible causes with natural causes, and therefore, could not dispute the efficacy of magical or supernatural forces. Attacks against magic, such as those by Plato, were mostly levied on the ‘logical and moral premises’ of its efficacy.[footnoteRef:23]  Plotinus also did not deny the possibility of magic.  According to Dodds, he understood magic as a universal force working within a unified cosmos, and present in nature itself. [footnoteRef:24] He did not consider it to be a ‘marvel’, just because unlike nature its workings were ‘less familiar’.[footnoteRef:25] According to Sheppard, Plotinus attributed magic to cosmic ‘sympathy’, and similarly, Iamblichus attributes the effectiveness of theurgic ritual, to ‘affinity’ and ‘friendship’ within the sympathetic chain. [footnoteRef:26]  Sympathy relates to the Platonic idea from the Timaeus whereby the cosmos is a living being.[footnoteRef:27] Thus, ancient magic, religion and theurgy share terms, intents and practices, and they also operate within the worldview of a sympathetic participatory cosmos.  [20:  Sir James Frazer,  The Golden Bough (Vol. I), pp. 224-5), cited in Dillon, p. 32.]  [21:  Dillon, p. 40.]  [22:  Dillon, p. 40.]  [23:  Derek Collins, 'Nature, Cause, and Agency in Greek Magic', Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-), 133 (2003), 21-25.]  [24:  Dodds, p. 57.]  [25:  Dodds, p. 57.]  [26:  Sheppard, p. 220.; Iamblichus, p. 239.]  [27:  Plato, 'Timaeus', in LCL 234, (<<https://www-loebclassics-com>>: LOEB Classical library),  pp. 204-05).] 

Magic, Theurgy and Causation 
Theurgy and magic both work through the ontological power of symbols and other ritual actions within the framework of a sympathetic cosmos. Use of symbols and ineffable names have roots in magical traditions, and other practices, such as prayer, have deep roots in religious traditions.[footnoteRef:28] However, whilst distinguishing magic and religion by practices can be useful, as shown by Dillon’s example, it can be problematic when the underlying concepts are not understood. In exploring classical Greek magical practices from the 4th and 5th centuries, Collins suggests that in order to understand magic, one must first understand Greek conceptions of agency, i.e. what is ‘deemed capable of producing effects in the world.’[footnoteRef:29] The use of ritual objects and practices and the underlying notions of causation are central considerations in any analysis of magic. Collins suggests that events could be caused by a multitude of factors, including ‘invisible and visible, human and divine, present and past’. [footnoteRef:30] Illustrative examples demonstrate how even ritual objects, such as statues or weapons, were deemed to have legal agency, similar to human beings and how different causal factors could operate simultaneously in the same event. The three main categories of causation are identified as ‘mechanical’, suggesting natural and empirical causes, ‘volition’ which relates to personal will and desire, and ‘teleological’, which is more aligned with divine causation. [footnoteRef:31] Twentieth century anthropological studies also support the idea that magical worldviews are based upon a logic which allows for schemes of simultaneous multiple causation.[footnoteRef:32]  [28:  Addey, p. 32.]  [29:  Collins, pp. 17-19.]  [30:  Collins, p. 34.]  [31:  Collins, p. 30.]  [32:  E. E. Evans-Pritchard and Eva Gillies, Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the Azande, Abridged with an introd. by Eva Gillies. edn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976).] 


Such frameworks are important for theurgy, as it is similarly underpinned by a scheme of causation which is hierarchical in nature. Iamblichus describes this as follows: 

[ In the same way that] terrestrial things derive their nourishment from celestial sources [eg. The sun], within the hierarchy humans are causally inferior to daemons…since these relationships are numerous, and some have an immediate source of influence, as in the case of daemonic ones, while others are superior to these, having divine causes, and, higher than these again, there is the one pre-eminent cause [the primary god]. [footnoteRef:33] [33:  Iamblichus, p. 241.] 


The efficacy of theurgic ritual rested upon the primary, or divine cause, and, it was this level of agency or causation which distinguished it from the kind of magic which may have been attributed solely to material, or human volitional causes.  Practices of sacrifice should likewise not be perceived as way to satisfy the compulsions of evil daemons. According to Iamblichus, the goal was to restore balance in the cosmic being, as ‘the benefits extend to the divine realm as a whole’.[footnoteRef:34] Human will could not influence the daemons, since they were higher in the scheme of causation. Transformation could only happen via a superior force. Thus, claims of human magic and actions controlling or manipulating higher forces were fraudulent. Daemons acted from their own volition, therefore, any accusation of theurgy, or magic, manipulating a god or daemon to its own will, was misconceived. As Iamblichus states ‘it is impossible’ that man ‘is the originating cause’ of a daemon. [footnoteRef:35] Therefore, viewed from the perspective of divine agency and the causal hierarchy, the evaluation by Dillon that that theurgy is manipulative magic, is not feasible.  According to Iamblichus it is the divine that causes the sympathy to arise, and, since the ultimate goal of theurgy was to unite with the gods, all actions were rooted in divine causes.[footnoteRef:36] It follows therefore, that any practice which attempted to effect a change based on natural or personal desire alone, without seeking alignment with its primary cause could be said to be practicing magic. [34:  Iamblichus, p. 241.]  [35:  Iamblichus, p. 245.]  [36:  Addey, pp. 28-29.] 

Magic, Theurgy and Divination
As noted by Ogden, engagement with ghosts or non-physical beings was central to Greek and Roman magic. [footnoteRef:37] Many such spells would call upon ancestors, or utilize a technique called necromancy, to attempt to reanimate the recently deceased to obtain prophecies. [footnoteRef:38] Theurgical divination differed from this in that it subordinated certain practices and since theurgists wished to join with the gods and share in their foreknowledge, they sought contact with gods and daemons, rather than the deceased.  Also, despite the centrality of divination within theurgy, it was only considered to be a ‘consequence’, not the goal.[footnoteRef:39]  Porphyry’s questions to Iamblichus raises the issue of whether divination comes from evil daemons, but Addey notes that in other works he argues that ‘good daimones bring oracles to men from the Gods’.[footnoteRef:40] She also argues that the purpose of Porphyry questions was not to ‘attack’ as has been suggested, but to elicit ‘a comprehensive account’ of theurgic ritual.[footnoteRef:41] This idea of interaction and union with gods and daemons had links with the Platonic notion of an ideal state in The Laws. In this Plato reveals how gods and diamones were responsible for ruling the state. Daimones were ‘beings of diviner and superior kind’ which were placed over man as an act of the god’s kindness.[footnoteRef:42] Following the guidance of the daimones man could enjoy ‘peace’ and ‘prosperity’ and participate with the gods learning their place within the cosmos.[footnoteRef:43]  Plato believed this should be re-established, and for Iamblichus, theurgy was the medium to provide this.[footnoteRef:44] Theurgic divination, therefore, differed from magic in the types of spirits they contacted and their aims. Theurgists did not engage in necromancy, they only sought contact with superior beings. Theurgy’s goal was to re-establish the ideal state to align with the gods plans, foreknowledge was the by-product of this, not the aim as in the other magical practices. [37:  Ogden, p. 5.]  [38:  Ogden, p. 192.]  [39:  Shaw, p. 261.]  [40:  Porphyry, Abst. 2.38.3, 202e, cited in Addey, p. 141.]  [41:  Addey, p. 6; p. 168.]  [42:  Laws 713cd; trans. A.E. Taylor cited in Shaw, p. 9.]  [43:  Shaw, pp. 10-11.]  [44:  Shaw, p. 4.] 


Philosophical objections to theurgy as magic and irrationalism, was partly due to the importance of divination within theurgy. According to Dodds, Plotinus, as a defender of the ‘Greek rationalist tradition’, had a ‘distaste for all such megalomaniac 'special revelations'. [footnoteRef:45] Yet, contrary to the idea that divination was irrational, Proclus, in Theological Platonism, suggests that theurgy was superior to human knowledge.[footnoteRef:46] Theurgy thus, sought only to connect to superior beings on a higher causal level, and when such contact occurred, it surpassed ordinary human knowledge. Iamblichus also did not advocate the use of all forms of divination, he utilized a framework of causation to differentiate different scales of divination. Iamblichus describes inspired divination as a mantic art, which suggest links with Plato’s notion of divine ‘prophetic madness’ from the Phaedrus.[footnoteRef:47] He states that divination’s ‘supreme power belongs to the gods’ it is ‘accomplished by divine acts and signs and consists of divine visions and scientific insights’. [footnoteRef:48] Such divination was attributed to ‘primary causes’, everything else, such as a learned divinatory craft involving human technical skill, was a ‘secondary operation’.[footnoteRef:49]   ‘Inspired’ divination, such as that which came in a state of ‘divine possession’ could occur via such things as sacred oracles.[footnoteRef:50] Dodds quotes Porphyry as having an ‘incurable weakness for oracles’ and Sheppard notes that Porphyry’s writing on the theurgy used the sacred text of the Chaldean oracles as its basis. [footnoteRef:51] Iamblichus also speaks of oracular sanctuaries and the fasting and ritual preparations required prior to receiving divinations.[footnoteRef:52] Such efforts at ritual purification were required for the theurgist to develop the ‘receptivity’ needed in order to attract and receive ‘divine illuminations’.  This required moral effort and could not occur just by following technical procedures, it required ‘long protracted endurance of toils’ and the following of ‘customs, prayers and other rituals’.[footnoteRef:53] Iamblichus believed that it was necessary to be a philosopher, to develop the mind, practice mediation and contemplation, as well as prayer.[footnoteRef:54]Theurgy, therefore, required a scheme of causation where only inspired divination such as oracles were capable of perfect foreknowledge. It also required the moral integrity of the philosopher in order to be receptive to the gods. In contrast to Dodds’ views, oracular divination also seems to be reasonably accepted amongst the Philosophers. [45:  Dodds, p. 57.]  [46:  Theological Platonism p. 63, cited in Sheppard, p. 219.]  [47:  Plato, Phaedrus. 244a8-b3, trs.Fowler (1914;repr.1982) cited in Addey, p. 216. ]  [48:  Iamblichus, p. 119.]  [49:  Iamblichus, p. 119.]  [50:  Iamblichus, pp. 129-31.]  [51:  Dodds, p. 58.; Sheppard, p. 212.]  [52:  Iamblichus, p. p.141.]  [53:  Iamblichus, p. 153.]  [54:  Addey, pp. 26-27.] 

Theurgy, Divinization and Salvation
The goal of theurgy was ‘divinisation’, it was soteriological.[footnoteRef:55] According to Shaw, the theurgic rituals enabled the soul to connect with its divine power and ‘participate directly in the creation and salvation of the cosmos.’[footnoteRef:56] Theurgy was activated through symbol and sympathy. As stated by Addey, the symbols invoked ‘sympathetic connections between all grades of reality’ and were essential in the awakening of the soul. [footnoteRef:57] Theurgy derives its power from divine agency, the symbolic aids were the God’s own tokens and the gods acted from their own goodness and their own desire to call up human souls.[footnoteRef:58]  However, Plotinus did not agree with the platonic idea that the soul was embodied and therefore, he did not believe in ritual’s capacity to redeem it. Thus, according to Shaw, Plotinus rejected ritual entirely and Porphryr had a low estimation of it.[footnoteRef:59] Porphryr honoured ritual for its capacity to purify, but not to ‘set the soul free’.[footnoteRef:60] Dodd views this as an opposition within platonic philosophy between Iamblichus irrationality and Plotinian reason.  He describes on the mysteries as ‘a manifesto of irrationalism, an assertion that the road to salvation is found not in reason but in ritual’.[footnoteRef:61] Scholars have attempted to draw parallels between the higher aims of union with the divine and Plotinus Mysticism, which was similarly portrayed as a union with god. Contrasting this with theurgy, Dodds comments that Plotinian ‘union mystica’ was not attained by ‘ritual’ and has ‘nothing whatever to do with magic.’ [footnoteRef:62] However, obvious parallels and attempts by scholars to reconcile them has led to divisions of theurgy into higher and lower, with suggestions that the lower is ritualistic and the higher purely contemplative.[footnoteRef:63] However, as Addey notes, whilst there may be stages of development, all theurgy required ritual that was rooted in divine causes.[footnoteRef:64]  Theurgic ritual also relates the use of symbols to Plato’s theory of recollection and the notion of the Platonic forms.  Individuals have pre-incarnatory knowledge of the forms and the symbols act as a trigger for remembrance of the forms and their divine origin. [footnoteRef:65] Since recollection also related to the Plato’s theory of rebirth, the ultimate aim of theurgic union, may not only be a lifelong, but a multi-lifelong commitment, each life proceeding from previous stage.[footnoteRef:66] Philosophical justification for theurgic ritual is distinct from Plotinus mysticism in that it required a concept of the platonic embodied soul and rebirth.  As noted by Liz Greene, the human soul is joined to the divine, and ‘it is through this shared substance that theurgy acquires it efficacy’.[footnoteRef:67] Thus, there were parallels to Plotinus mysticism, but theurgy could only be explained by reference to platonic doctrines that he did not accept. The key goal of theurgy was salvation of the soul and, magic also could not share in such a concept, as it was not rooted in divine cause. Theurgy required ritual as it was the symbol which had the power to awaken the connections and, whilst it was man’s aim to align with the divine, it was the god’s aim to establish the connection. [55:  Shaw, p. 260.]  [56:  Shaw, p. 19.]  [57:  Addey, p. 30.]  [58: Dillon, p. 42.;Iamblichus, p. 51.]  [59:  Shaw, p. 13.]  [60:  Shaw, p. 16.]  [61:  Dodds, p. p.59.]  [62:  Dodds, p. 58.]  [63:  Sheppard, p. 217.]  [64:  Addey, p. 40.]  [65:  Addey, p. 30.]  [66:  Addey, p. 39.]  [67:  Greene, p. 81.] 

Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]The connections between magic and theurgy go to the heart of debates around differences between magic and religion, sometimes these can be differentiated by different terms, practices and intents but all such attempts are flawed without recognizing the underlying worldview and scheme of causation. Magic and theurgy share a common worldview within a sympathetic cosmos, the key distinction is whether the aims are related to divine causes, or are limited to volitional causes. Magic is a based soley in personal will or desire, it involves application of techniques with less attention to the moral integrity of the individual, or its connection with the whole. Its divination is not about divine possession, but prophecy through the deceased and learned craft.  The scholarly views that philosophy was opposed to magic on rational or superstitious grounds, does not make sense when one considers the underlying reasoning behind the worldview and scheme of multiple causation within which magic and theurgy were embedded. Philosophical critiques against magic, were likely based upon the logic of its claims and on moral grounds. Theurgy is rooted in platonic philosophy, from the idea of the cosmos as a living being, to the ideals of the ordered state under the guidance of gods and daemons, to the idea of rebirth and an embodied soul which seeks its salvation through union with cosmic process. Theurgic divination rests upon a system of causation where only inspired divination could deliver accurate foreknowledge, and where foreknowledge was only a by-product, not an end goal. The goal was divinization where the soul’s salvation was rooted in the God’s own desire to summon up souls.  Magic was based in human volition only, but all aspects of theurgy whether they related to sacrifice, purification, revelation or salvation was affected through the ontological power of symbol and divine causation and love. 
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