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Introduction
This essay critically reviews Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in De Mysteriis.[footnoteRef:1] In order to examine this work, this paper will consider two central terms: ‘Theurgy’ and ‘Divination’. Anton, citing Iamblichus, defines ‘Theurgy’ as ‘the art of divine works [involving] operations that relate man to the divinities by using signatures or… inexplicable symbols consecrated from eternity… and higher than our way of understanding and more excellent’.[footnoteRef:2] ‘Divination’, as defined by Blacker and Loewe, is ‘the attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural being the answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding’.[footnoteRef:3] This paper will consider Iamblichus’ arguments for divination and the use of these two terms via the contextualization, summary and analysis of De Mysteriis.  [1:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, in On the Mysteries, trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003)]  [2:  John P. Anton, 'Theourgia - Demiourgia: A Controversial Issue in Hellenistic Thought and Religion', in Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, ed. By Richard T. Wallis and Jay Bregman (Albany, State University of New York Press, 1992), pp. 17-18]  [3: Carmen Blacker and Michael Loewe (eds), Oracles and Divination, (Boulder: Shambhala, 1981), p.1] 


Context
According to Clarke, Iamblichus was a Syrian theoretician likely born prior to 265 C.E. of good family and origin which possibly supported his intellectual fortitude.[footnoteRef:4] Campion states that Iamblichus would inevitably become the ‘major philosopher of magic in the entire Western tradition’.[footnoteRef:5] His work De Mysteriis, a title invented by Marsilio Ficino, was written between 280 and 305 C.E. as a response to Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo.[footnoteRef:6] Iamblichus, while writing under the guise of ‘Abamon’, an Egyptian prophet, composed De Mysteriis which became known, according to Addey, as ‘the most extensive surviving treatise from the ancient world on polytheistic religious phenomena, such as divination’.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Emma C. Clarke et al, 'Introduction', in On the Mysteries, trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), pp. xvii, xx]  [5:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Volume 1: The Ancient World (New York and London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), pp. 264]  [6:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, 'Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus', The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 83, (1993), p. 117, and Clarke et al, 'Introduction', p. xxvii]  [7:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods (New York: Routledge, 2014), p. 127, and 'Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus' De Mysteriis' in Seeing with Different Eyes: Essays in Astrology and Divination, ed. by Patrick Currey and Angela Voss (Newcastle, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007), p. 36
] 


The intended audience of De Mysteriis was undoubtedly Porphyry, but not limited to him alone. Similarly, Neoplatonist contemporaries and students of both Porphyry and Iamblichus were likely kept in mind for Iamblichus’ response in this work denote a broad debate, according to Schott, over concepts of theurgy and divination.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Jeremy Schott, 'Philosophies of Language, Theories of Translation, and Imperial Intellectual Production: The Cases of Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Eusebius', Church History, vol. 78, no. 4 (2009), p. 856] 


Iamblichus’ views on divination are distinct from Porphyry’s partially due to ‘Porphyry holding a rationalist position,’ according to Addey, influenced by Plotinus’ philosophical approach, leading to a ‘skeptical attack on divination, theurgy and other religious practices’.[footnoteRef:9] This is echoed in Finamore’s critical assessment of Iamblichus ‘taking Neoplatonism away from philosophy [and] towards wonder-working and irrationality.[footnoteRef:10] Iamblichus addresses the skeptical criticisms Porphyry brings forth throughout De Mysteriis, reinforcing his theurgic framework central to his conceptions of divination. [9:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 129]  [10:  J. F. Finamore and J. M. Dillon 'Iamblichus on the Soul', The Classical Review, vol. 55, no. 1 (2005), p. 96] 


The understanding of ‘soul’ may provide a larger context to the Neoplatonist framework under which Iamblichus’ ideas of divination emerged and his refutation of Porphyry’s concerns regarding divination. Throughout De Mysteriis Iamblichus addresses Porphyry’s inquiries regarding ‘the manner of divination, what it is and what kind of thing it is’.[footnoteRef:11] According to Shaw, this inquiry might have been greatly influenced by the context of Porphyry’s metaphysics of an ‘undescended soul’ which was very much at odds with Iamblichus’ perception that the soul was descended and embodied.[footnoteRef:12] Pearson expounds on Shaw’s concept by clarifying that embodiment of the soul lies at the heart of theurgy, and Iamblichus’ practice of theurgy in divination was an ‘integral part of his Platonic philosophy’.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, III.17]  [12:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (Kettering, OH, Angelico Press, 2014 [1995]), p.17]  [13:  Birger A. Pearson, 'Theurgic Tendencies in Gnosticism and Iamblichus's Conception of Theurgy', in Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, ed. By Richard T. Wallis and Jay Bregman (Albany, State University of New York Press, 1992), p. 256] 


This work was also produced under the context of a changing religious landscape, influenced by the rise of Christianity which was, according to Campion, ‘on the way to theological control of the [Roman] empire’.[footnoteRef:14] This may have caused Iamblichus to see the necessity in thoroughly and critically addressing Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo, for a concept central to Iamblichus– that ‘only divination…in uniting us with the gods, truly enables us to share in the life of the gods’– may have been vulnerable to the Christian uprising.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Volume 1: The Ancient World (New York and London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), p. 264]  [15:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, pp. 264] 



Summary
The primary divinatory theory Iamblichus promotes is a theurgical approach to divination, and he does so in his arguments and key information regarding divination. Although divination is mentioned throughout De Mysteriis, Iamblichus focuses his arguments on the subject primarily in Book III, where he, according to Athanassiadi, deals in a ‘critical… fashion with the different kinds of divination practiced in his day’, thus producing a ‘theoretical framework’ upon which he references his position on practices that can be ‘classified or rejected’.[footnoteRef:16] Key areas of information in Book III explore divination in sleep, divination through divine possession, divination of oracles, theurgical divination, and forms of divination to avoid such as divination accomplished by human skill (artificial forms) and false apparitions. [footnoteRef:17]  [16:  Athanassiadi, 'Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination', pp. 115, 119]  [17:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, III.2-3, 7, 12, 15, 20, 28] 


Beyond this book, Iamblichus emphasizes divination in VI.3-4 stating that the ‘artificial contrivance’ in divination related to sacrifice is inferior and can only predict ‘trifling’ occurrences.[footnoteRef:18] In IX.5, Iamblichus argues against the use of the stars in divination while emphasizing theurgy and remarks in X.4 on the notion of the theurgical approach to divination connecting us to the gods.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, V.3-4]  [19:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, IX.5, X.4] 



Analysis
Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis is clearly and logically structured. It is organized into ten books each addressing various aspects of divination, theurgy and broader religious concepts common in late antiquity. Throughout this work, Iamblichus restates Porphyry’s various inquiries then immediately addresses his concerns in the subsequent passages. 

This structure, according to Addey, fits within the framework of two philosophical genres; ‘Problem and Solutions’ and the tradition of ‘Platonic dialogue’.[footnoteRef:20] Addey explains that the ‘Problem and Solutions’ genre is generally structed with a question posed followed by a ‘range of possible solutions’, and the ‘dialogue’ structure exists within Porphyry and Iamblichus’ exchange.[footnoteRef:21] Addey claims that the dialogue process is ‘central to the teaching methods and practices of Neoplatonist philosophers,’ and allows ‘intellectual inquiry’, a structure which supports the complex topic of divination.[footnoteRef:22] Both genres of ‘Problem and Solutions’ and the tradition of ‘Platonic dialogue’ aid De Mysteriis in being accessible to fellow Neoplatonists and others familiar with the important and related philosophical and literary traditions of their time. [20:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 128]  [21:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, pp. 131-133]  [22:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, pp. 133-134] 


Iamblichus deals with the concepts of divination in a manner distinct from that of Porphyry as revealed in the way Iamblichus responds to his peer’s questions. Iamblichus seems particularly shocked at times by many of Porphyry’s questions regarding divination, specifically in Book III, but, as explained by Athanassiadi, he ‘patiently… elucidates obscure points… and dispels doubts’ in relation to Porphyry’s concerns.[footnoteRef:23] This is done with care that Iamblichus was addressing, perhaps, a larger audience; Afterall, as Addey claims, not all of Porphyry’s questions pertaining to divination represent his own views but ‘represent a broad variety of perspectives’.[footnoteRef:24] Notably, Iamblichus approaches concepts of divination by distinguishing three different approaches to the explanations of divination in Book I.2; theological, philosophical and theurgical.[footnoteRef:25] Athanassiadi defines this as a ‘tripartite division’ in referencing divination.[footnoteRef:26]  [23:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, III, and Athanassiadi, 'Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination', p. 119]  [24:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 141]  [25:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.2]  [26:  Athanassiadi, 'Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination', p. 119] 


Compared to Porphyry, Iamblichus has contrasting philosophies and concepts of divination, particularly in his theurgic connection to the topic. According to Schott, while theurgy remained central to Iamblichus’ divinatory process, Porphyry objected to it on the presumption that via theurgy the gods were subject to ‘human cajoling… [involving] ritual offerings.[footnoteRef:27] Iamblichus combatted this notion by emphasizing in Book III.17 that humans do not draw down the gods, for the gods do not work in service of human beings, instead the gods make use of ‘all that is subservient to [them]’.[footnoteRef:28] In another distinction, Iamblichus is steadfast in his elevation of the theurgic process of divination regarding ‘matter’. In an example, Iamblichus states that talismans often used in divinatory processes are not theurgic, nor are idols, for these items are ‘artificial’ and are largely of bad practice.[footnoteRef:29] [27:  Jeremy Schott, 'Philosophies of Language, Theories of Translation, and Imperial Intellectual Production: The Cases of Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Eusebius', Church History, vol. 78, no. 4 (2009), p. 856]  [28:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis III.17.140]  [29:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis III.28] 


Throughout De Mysteriis, Iamblichus mentions a variety of sources to support his arguments on both divination and theurgy, but this, according to Clarke, is done in a ‘largely sweeping’ manner.[footnoteRef:30] In Book I Iamblichus outlines three sources he utilizes in his responses to Porphyry, stating that Porphyry’s questions require an examination ‘on the basis of the traditions of the sages of Chaldaea,… teachings of the prophets of Egypt… and the speculations of the philosophers’.[footnoteRef:31] An analysis of why these sources were mentioned at the outset illuminates the larger framework of which this text was written; Iamblichus was influenced by his interest in ancient wisdom and, according to Clarke, connected the Platonic doctrine to the Chaldaean Oracles, Egyptian theology (of which he covers in Books VII and VIII) and ‘related notions in the Corpus Hermeticum’.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Clarke et al, 'Introduction', pp. xlix]  [31:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.1.5]  [32:  Clarke et al, 'Introduction', pp. xx, xxxviii, xlix ] 


Iamblichus’ arguments for divination are supported by his concepts of theurgy, but he does not provide explicit evidence regarding the effectiveness of his divination methods. Instead, Iamblichus, as elucidated by Addey, distinguishes common methods of divination familiar to the Neoplatonists by dividing forms of divination into two categories upon which he expounds: ‘inductive divination’ and ‘inspired divination’.[footnoteRef:33]  While the former is subject to human limitations, the latter is strictly a power belonging to the gods that the individual can open himself to experiencing. This differentiation aids Iamblichus in illustrating the differences in effectiveness for various forms of divination and proposes that the most accurate form is inspired divination, for it avoids human error.  [33:  Addey, 'Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus' De Mysteriis', p. 36] 


An example of this argument is found in Book III.2 where Iamblichus addresses dream divination by distinguishing ‘human dreams’ from those that are ‘god-sent’. Porphyry speaks about divination in sleep involving an ‘encounter… [with] things in the future…[during which] we… are no longer conscious of things’.[footnoteRef:34] Iamblichus responds that this is a human or inductive form of divination, whereas a divine or inspired form would be likely to occur in-between wake and sleep or when the mind is active and is instead seized by the divine.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis III.2.103]  [35:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis III.2.103-105] 


The greatest strength of De Mysteriis is Iamblichus’ consistent support for the place of theurgy in divination. Unification with the gods was a theurgic concept, and Campion writes on Iamblichus’ insistence that divination was the only vehicle to unite us with the gods in this process.[footnoteRef:36] This ascent to the gods is explored in De Mysteriis III.20 in Iamblichus’ remarks regarding the enlightenment of the individual by the gods in the soul sharing in these divine works.[footnoteRef:37]  [36:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Volume 1: The Ancient World (New York and London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), pp. 264]  [37:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, III.20] 


Iamblichus continues to  demonstrate throughout De Mysteriis that theurgy is essential and states that through ‘divine mantic prediction’ we are ‘conjoined with the gods’.[footnoteRef:38] Shaw determines that Iamblichus upheld Plato’s ‘positive orientation’ to the cosmos through theurgy and Iamblichus demonstrates this through his responses to Porphyry.[footnoteRef:39] Iamblichus is clear that divination in the theurgic manner operates strictly from an ascending connection to the gods and the continual participation of divine acts. Addey expands the theurgic significance in divination by stating that ‘the theurgist, who practiced inspired divination in theurgic ritual, must also have been a philosopher’, further illuminating the scope and significance of theurgy in divination.[footnoteRef:40] All of these concepts strengthen Iamblichus’ arguments for theurgical divination and work to dispel many of theurgy’s common misconceptions of the time. [38:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, X.4]  [39:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (Kettering, OH, Angelico Press, 2014 [1995]), pp. 16-17]  [40:  Addey, 'Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus' De Mysteriis', p. 40] 


The greatest weakness of De Mysteriis is the choice by Iamblichus to write under a guise in delivering his arguments pertaining to divination. Although both Clarke and Schott claim that it was, indeed, Iamblichus who wrote under the guise of the Egyptian prophet Abamon, this literary tactic may not be as straightforward as hiding his identity from the Christians or upholding the tradition of pseudonyms and attributions to divine authors common in antiquity.[footnoteRef:41]  It is possible that the process of taking on a guise would, instead, distance Iamblichus from his work and devalue the Platonist connection to his ideas and concepts regarding divination and its intrinsic link to theurgy. Iamblichus was such an esteemed philosopher that Emperor Julian who was able to ‘briefly [restore] the official pagan religion’ in Rome was, according to Campion, an ‘enthusiastic follower’ of Iamblichus, so it not certain why a guise would have aided his work.[footnoteRef:42] If the use of a pseudonym didn’t weaken Iamblichus’ theories, it is at least unclear if this truly supported his effort of establishing his arguments for divination. [41:  Clarke et al, 'Introduction', pp. xxvii-xxviii, xxxi and Schott, 'Philosophies of Language, Theories of Translation', p. 856]  [42:  Campion, A History of Western Astrology, p. 265] 



Conclusion
This essay critically reviewed Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in De Mysteriis.[footnoteRef:43] By examining two central terms: ‘Theurgy’ and ‘Divination’. It contextualized criticisms of divination and related concepts of theurgy that Porphyry brings forth in his Letter to Anebo through Iamblichus’ responses in De Mysteriis. Further, this essay contextualized Iamblichus’ theurgic framework central to his conceptions of divination within the changing religious landscape as well as Platonic concepts of soul. This essay summarized the primary divinatory theory Iamblichus promoted as a theurgical one and explored the critical areas of which divination was examined in De Mysteriis, focusing primarily on Book III. Additionally, this essay analyzed Iamblichus’ arguments for divination and found that De Mysteriis is clearly and logically organized utilizing two distinct philosophical genres: ‘Problem and Solutions’ and the tradition of ‘Platonic dialogue’.[footnoteRef:44] This essay established that Iamblichus dealt with the concepts of divination by addressing Porphyry’s questions with care, as if he were addressing, perhaps, a larger audience. It analyzed examples of Porphyry and Iamblichus’ contrasting philosophies and concepts of divination, including Iamblichus’ argument that that humans do not draw down the gods, instead the gods make use of ‘all that is subservient to [them]’.[footnoteRef:45] This essay established the three primary sources Iamblichus employed in De Mysteriis as being ‘the traditions of the sages of Chaldaea,… teachings of the prophets of Egypt… and the speculations of the philosophers’.[footnoteRef:46] Lastly, this essay analyzed the greatest strength of De Mysteriis as Iamblichus’ consistent support for the place of theurgy in divination and found that the greatest weakness was his use of a pseudonym.  [43:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis]  [44:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, pp. 128-134]  [45:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis III.17.140]  [46:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.1.5] 
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