Introduction

De Mysteriis was written by the Syrian Neoplatonist philosopher Iamblichus and was positioned both as a defence of divination and also the rituals and practices encompassed within Theurgy. Although details of his life are sketchy it is believed that Iamblichus was born around 245CE. and died in 325CE. According to Clarke Iamblichus originated from a wealthy background which was instrumental in his intellectual and philosophical development. [footnoteRef:1] He was a strong advocate of divination and more specifically divination within Theurgy. His work ‘De Mysteriis’ is composed as a response and refutation of the questions and arguments conveyed  in Porphyry’s ‘Letter to Anebo’. This essay critically reviews Iamblichus’ arguments for divination and  starts by focussing upon the intellectual, cultural, historical and religious context within which ‘De Mysteriis’ is set. It goes on to document the divination arguments expounded by Iamblichus, and is then followed both by a critique of divination, and also the specific modes of divination posited by Iamblichus. The essay concludes with an appropriate conclusion based upon the preceding content.  [1:  Iamblichus, (2003) On the Mysteries (De mysteriis): Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and J.P. Hershell (eds) Iamblichus: On the mysteries, Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature p.xx.

] 


Background and context for De Mysteriis. 

Addey confirms that ‘oracles and other types of inspired divination were regarded by neoplatonists as fundamental aspects of their philosophy ‘.[footnoteRef:2] She goes onto define an ‘oracle’ as ‘an inspired utterance thought to be derived from a supernatural source (usually a deity) and obtained through some sort of ritual…’. [footnoteRef:3] In late antiquity divination was purported to be a mechanism by which the Gods could influence the material world. Cicero in his work “De Divinatione’ had created a frame of reference for considering how divination operated. In this work Quintus offers various accounts of the different kinds of omens and dreams, that characterise divination and suggests that we cannot always explain why certain things happen. [footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Addey, Crystal. (2004) Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism; Oracles of the Gods, Farnham: Ashgate p.4.
]  [3:  Addey, Crystal. (2004) Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism; Oracles of the Gods, Farnham: Ashgate p.7.
]  [4:  ] 


‘De Mysteriis’ is one of many works produced by the core Neoplatonist community from the third to the sixth century CE.[footnoteRef:5]  It is positioned as a response to Porphyry’s ‘Letter to Anebo’  which at face value contains a detailed critique of divination and theurgy. In his response to Porphyry Iamblichus is keen to distinguish between what constitutes theurgy and what he perceives as just magic. More specifically the work is a detailed response to Porphyry regarding divinity, the Gods, and how they should be worshipped. [5:  Neoplatonist is a term adopted by 18th century German academics to reference the movement inspired by Plotinus.] 


Porphyry’s letter may have been levelled as a response to the criticism that Iamblichus had previously directed at Porphyry in other works, such as in his Timaeus commentary. [footnoteRef:6] This would however be surprising given that the neoplatonists were generally perceived to be supportive of divination. Plato himself suggested that ‘the greatest blessings come through divine mania’ [footnoteRef:7] It is of note that Addey positions things differently suggesting that the two documents are actually a manufactured dialogue designed to explore and justify Iamblichus’ views vis a vis theurgy. She suggests that De Mysteriis is structurally comparable to works such as Hermetica. To support her position, she points to evidence that Porphyry was himself an advocate of divination and theurgy commenting that for him ‘philosophy, poetry and religious ritual were complementary and intrinsically linked’. [footnoteRef:8] The conversation she concludes is an artificial construct designed to facilitate the exploration of Divination and Theurgy primarily as an educational tool though also as a defence against emerging second century Christian orthodoxy and Gnosticism. [footnoteRef:9]. [6:  Iamblichus, (2003) On the Mysteries (De mysteriis): Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and J.P. Hershell (eds) Iamblichus: On the mysteries, Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature p.xxii. 

]  [7:   Plato, Phdr, 244a8-c3. ]  [8:  Addey, Crystal. (2004) Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism; Oracles of the Gods, Farnham: Ashgate p.16.]  [9:  Addey, Crystal. (2004) Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism; Oracles of the Gods, Farnham: Ashgate p.128.] 


De Mysteriis references two types of divination, labelled as ‘inductive’ and ‘inspired’. Additionally, it suggests that divination inspired by the rituals and practices of Theurgy are its highest example. Notably Iamblichus confirms divination to be complementary to philosophy, indicative of a context in which revelation and the rational comfortably co-exist. It was Proclus who defined Theurgy as ‘greater than all human wisdom and knowledge embracing the blessings of divination’. [footnoteRef:10]  Iamblichus suggests that in its highest form the adherent is required to develop his ethical and intellectual capacities and in so doing facilitate his souls ascent to union with the One, a process referred to as divinisation. The idea of reuniting with the One is an idea that is embedded into the work of Plotinus which Stace covers in some detail.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Addey, Crystal. (2004) Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism; Oracles of the Gods, Farnham: Ashgate p.25.]  [11:  Stace Walter (1960), The Teachings of the Mystics, New York: Mentor Books P.120.
] 


Addey suggests that Theurgy is a way of being and that it was a lifelong endeavour focussed upon honing the intellect and attainment of moral virtue. Additionally, that it was different from goeteia (traditional magic) which was assumed to lack the right appreciation of, and consideration for the divine. In Theurgic ritual and divination it was the gods that directed the activity rather than it being directed by humans. 

It is of note that in De Mysteriis Iamblichus adopts the  pseudonym of an Egyptian prophet referenced as Abammon. One suggestion is that the adoption of this pseudonym enables  Iamblichus to ‘mine’ both the ancient Egyptian wisdom as well as the Greek philosophical tradition.[footnoteRef:12] Clarke purports that there is no etymological rationale for the adoption of the pseudonym, and goes on to conclude that it is not a reference to the god Ammon. [footnoteRef:13] [12:   Shaw. G.(1995), Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State Press p.21-22.
]  [13:  Iamblichus, (2003) On the Mysteries (De mysteriis): Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and J.P. Hershell (eds) Iamblichus: On the mysteries, Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature  p.xxxiv-pxxxvii.

] 


In the final book of De Mysteriis, Abammon summarises his position. He confirms that the only route to that which is good, is via union with the Gods and the only way of achieving this is through the use of Theurgy. More specifically on the subject of divination he confirms that ‘only divine mantic prediction, conjoined with the Gods, truly imparts to us a share in the divine life’. [footnoteRef:14]  summary is excellent context for considering the more detailed observations in Book Three.  [14:  Iamblichus, (2003) On the Mysteries (De mysteriis): Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and J.P. Hershell (eds) Iamblichus: On the mysteries, Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature 
Book X.3.
] 


‘In vain do you introduce the opinions of the atheists. (Atheists is a code word for the Christians of the time) 


Iamblichus and his arguments for Divination

As already stated Iamblichus differentiates between two categories of divination which he terms inductive and inspired. He suggests that the inductive form is sourced from examining signs such as entrails, birds, and stars and states that the Gods produce these signs either by means of nature or ‘through the agency of daemons’.[footnoteRef:15] Iamblichus confirms however that inductive divination necessarily employs ‘guessing and supposition’ and is therefore less reliable than the ‘inspired form. [footnoteRef:16]   [15:  DM III.15 p.157]  [16:  DM III.15 p.157. ] 


Iamblichus confirms that inspired divination as something altogether different. He rules out traditional divination categories such as bodies, human disposition, nature, or powers to do with nature, as playing any part in this inspiration. [footnoteRef:17]. Instead, he suggests that in inspired divination ‘all of its supreme powers belong to the gods and is bestowed by the gods’[footnoteRef:18]. What is particularly key here is the idea that the prophet(ess) is not drawing upon their own experience or knowledge to source their illuminations. Rather they access a separate consciousness that transcends both their own ego and their own experience and knowledge [footnoteRef:19]Iamblichus goes on to say that inspired divination in Theurgy is the highest representation of all divination practice.[footnoteRef:20]. Addey suggests that the role of inspired divination in Theurgy is soteriological, ultimately enabling the adherent to achieve union with the divine. [footnoteRef:21]  [17:  DM III.I 14-20]  [18:  DM III.1 P.119.]  [19:  DM III.4.]  [20:  DM III.31]  [21:  Addey, Crystal. (2004) Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism; Oracles of the Gods, Farnham: Ashgate p.281..] 


Iamblichus also references specific types of divination. He starts with dream divination and draws a distinction between what he terms human dreams and divine dreams. He confirms that divine dreams occur in the liminal land between waking and sleeping when the subject’s intellect is first starting to stir. [footnoteRef:22] Modern psychologists have termed this the hypnagogic state, a place between waking and sleeping. This distinction is key for Iamblichus because it is a way of confirming that the higher rational mind is instrumental in inspired divination. [22:  DM III.2 ] 


He also references divination through possession and by oracles stressing the distinction between authentic possession and possession stimulated by lower order natural states. He describes those who are invalidly possessed as being associated with melancholy and passion and that their divinations are therefore compromised. [footnoteRef:23] Conversely those are legitimately possessed do not feel fire, nor bodily pain, nor pleasure.[footnoteRef:24] How is this so? He suggests this is possible because the possessed achieve a state of consciousness that transcends the body. He says’ the entire activity of divinity comes to its fulfilment through the God acting by himself’ emphasising the complete dependence upon the involvement of the divine. [footnoteRef:25] [23:  DM III.8]  [24:  DM III.4]  [25:  DM III.7.] 


He confirms that divination based purely upon human technical skill as unreliable. He specifically states that, though inferences may be drawn from birds, entrails and astrology, because they arise from the natural world they are not to be trusted.[footnoteRef:26] The roots of this distrust lie in the intermediary role of the natural world or ‘daemons’ in sourcing the signs that are used. These are signs that are not directly divinely inspired. Additionally, he asserts that  the concept of ‘sympatheia’ makes no difference in this assessment asserting that he sees no reason why this should be helpful in predicting the future. [footnoteRef:27] [26:  DM III.15]  [27:  DM III.22] 


He addresses the difficult problem of intuition in chapter 26. He said ‘we should not, if we receive a certain intuition from nature regarding…an apprehension of the future, judge this as divinatory foreknowledge’ [footnoteRef:28]  He goes on to confirm that where intuition works it happens upon the truth by chance and is often unreliable. It is of note here that Iamblichus positions this as being the equivalent of divination sourced from the natural signs. It is necessarily subordinate to divination that is divinely inspired.  [28:  DM III 26. ] 


Iamblichus is dismissive of image-makers and those that participate in the ‘image making art’, accusing them of being unable to use theurgic skills. [footnoteRef:29]It is not completely transparent who and what he is referencing via this term though Addey contends that the reference excludes divination by statues and that statue divination was an integral element of Theurgy. [footnoteRef:30]  She suggests that he had already covered this in detail in his work ‘On Cult Statues’.  [29:  DM III 28]  [30:  Addey, Crystal. (2004) Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism; Oracles of the Gods, Farnham: Ashgate p.253.

] 


To conclude this section Iamblichus is keen to confirm that divination is inextricably located within our rational faculties. Theurgic divination, the highest form of inspired divination. Is fully dependent upon the refined philosophical and rational mind of the practitioner.[footnoteRef:31] What we have therefore is Iamblichus suggesting that revelation and rationality can comfortably co-exist, although he later points out that  in the divination process itself, the intellect is ultimately transcended.   [31:  DM 10.2] 



Critique Of Iamblichus Arguments

Throughout history people have found themselves knowing things without knowing how they know them. In late antiquity Iamblichus attempts to frame how and why this occurs in his work ‘De Mysteriis’.  E.R. Dodds suggests that ‘De Mysteriis’ is ‘pungently a manifesto of irrationalism‘ even though Iamblichus is at pains to emphasise the importance of the role of the intellect in divination and Theurgy.  [footnoteRef:32] [32:  Dodds 1951 p.287. ] 


With this in mind any critique of Iamblichus’ views of divination must first address divination in its entirety, including its ontology. Even if the seer experiences guidance and wisdom can we confirm that what he/she receives is real? There are two theoretical models that are suggested as essential context in considering this. Charles Fort’s  concept of intermediatism rejects the idea of absolutes and instead introduces a sliding scale of reality. Intermediatism is a powerful mechanism for explaining experience by assuming that nothing is completely real, and also that nothing is completely unreal.[footnoteRef:33] Applied to a divination experience, intermediatism posits that each divination experience would sit somewhere on this scale, avoiding any debate regarding the polarities of its validity.  Additionally, we might also consider utilising Jack Hunter’s idea of ontological flooding. He recommends the embracing of all alternatives regarding experiences and the possible meanings and explanations behind them.[footnoteRef:34] In doing this we accept the possibility that the existing models for explaining how and why things occur may not be complete nor correct. Above all else Ontological Flooding encourages us to consider alternatives that are outside of cultural norms and outside what we have been taught to believe. This feels particularly appropriate in the consideration of divination.  [33:  Charles Fort, The Book of the Damned: The Collected Works of Charles Fort 
 (New York:  Jeremy P. Tarcher, 2008), p.15.
]  [34:  Jack Hunter, Ontological Flooding and Continuing Bonds, In D Klass & E.M Steffen (eds) ‘Continuing Bonds in Bereavement: New Directions for Research and Practice’. London: Routeledge 2017] 

With these concepts in mind then we are better positioned to interpret Iamblichus and his ideas regarding divination, and  its role and place in human purpose. Iamblichus invests considerable effort in differentiating authentic and legitimate divination from that which he believes to be illegitimate. In doing this he presents a model of divination that is sourced from a  transcendent divine, and one that relegates the intuitive types of divination that previously occupied the Greek academy. 
Stuck suggests that in highlighting true dreams as occurring between sleep and waking Iamblichus suppresses any idea that they emanate from a lower part of the mind. [footnoteRef:35] This suggestion enables him to retain the coherence of his argument by retaining the link between the higher philosophical mind and true divination. [35:  Struck Peter. T. (2017) Iamblichus on Divination: Divine Power and Human Intuition, Pennsylvania; Departmental papers (Classical Studies) p.81.
] 


It is no surprise that there is active human agency and active human development in Iamblichus’ process of divination. It is incumbent upon the adherent to cultivate themselves appropriately so that they are positioned to receive the illuminations that they are given. The focus upon the development of the individual, upon their receptivity, is integrally part of what Iamblichus advocates and includes the development of an ethical life. This differentiates the adherent from those that purely practice magic….

The focus upon union with the divine, is undoubtedly related to Plotinus and his work…quote required. Having said this Iamblichus also confirms the polarity between the divine and the human world which was to become a characteristic of late antiquity philosophy

His distinction between inductive and inspired divination is an attempt to make divination the sole property of the philosophically and intellectually able. As an argument this is unconvincing simply because divination attracts diviners from all socio economic classes and all backgrounds .To suggest that a diviner might only be successful if they meet one’s criteria is singularly unconvincing. Similarly, the hard demarcation line drawn between legitimate and illegitimate dreams or oracles represents a polarised position on a subject that simply does not lend itself to polarities. Iamblichus presents a valid position but his refusal to appropriately acknowledge other positions, other methods of successful divining, this is the weakness in what is presented.

Conclusion

The essay started by agreeing that De Mysteriis is part of a manufactured dialogue. between Porphyry and Iamblichus, and that its primary purpose is educational. It contends that Iamblichus advocates a new ‘inspired’ form of divination, a facet of Theurgy, that requires individual personal intellectual and philosophical development as a pre-requisite.  The essay goes on to describe the types of divination that Iamblichus suggests are productive and also those that aren’t. The essay concludes with the idea that divination is a valid cultural and historical concept and that frameworks like ‘intermediatism’ and ‘ontological flooding’ are lenses through which it can be viewed more objectively. The essay concludes by agreeing that Iamblichus makes valid referential points regarding Theurgy and divination but that his discrediting of other divination avenues and processes is less convincing and inappropriate.  
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