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A Critical Review of Iamblichus’ Arguments for Divination in De Mysteriis

This essay is going to be a critical review of Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in his letters entitled ‘De Mysteriis’, On The Mysteries, and will focus on books I and III of the work, using Emma Clarke, John Dillon, and Jackson Hershbell’s translation as a source.[footnoteRef:1] Throughout this essay, I am going to discuss the structure of the text and comment on Iamblichus’ key arguments. [1:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and Jackson P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003).] 


To begin, Iamblichus was born in Syria in around 265 C.E., although many believe it was much earlier than this.[footnoteRef:2] This was a turbulent time in Syria, but Iamblichus was born into a wealthy class and it is believed that he may have sought refuge on the coast to escape from Persian invasion.[footnoteRef:3] It is also possible to claim that his wealthy upbringing may have had an influence on his education and intellect, thus influencing the way he viewed religion and religious practices.[footnoteRef:4] The letters De Mysteriis were written between 280 and 305 C.E. and he writes under the pseudonym ‘Abamon’, under the guise of an Egyptian prophet.[footnoteRef:5] Some believe that he wrote under this guise in order to hide himself from the Christians, which was a rising religion.[footnoteRef:6]  [2:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, introduction to Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p. xi.]  [3:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, introduction to Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p. xix.]  [4:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, introduction to Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p. xx.]  [5:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, introduction to Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p. xxvii.]  [6:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, introduction to Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p. xxviii.] 


De Mysteriis is a series of texts written in letter format as responses to Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo,[footnoteRef:7] and he uses the text to discuss the nature of gods and the divine realm. The letter format was fairly common in the Ancient World, and thus it can be claimed that there was nothing particularly unusual about Iamblichus’ use of this presentation.[footnoteRef:8] It was not written in this way in order to shock or cause any unrest, so to speak. Nevertheless, the text was written in order to defend theurgy and, through this letter format, it is possible that the text was written in order to guide non-Christians in their understanding of the gods.[footnoteRef:9] Furthermore, this format does have an influence on how the reader perceives the arguments laid forth and, due to Iamblichus’ use of the 1st and the 2nd person, the reader gains a deeper connection to the text. Additionally, Iamblichus writes in a way that counteracts the original letters written by Porphyry and he often corrects the questions that Porphyry poses.[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Crystal Addey, “Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De mysteriis,” in P. Curry and A. Voss (eds.) (2007), Seeing with Different Eyes: Essays in Astrology and Divination, (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007), p. 36.]  [8:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, introduction to Iam Iamblichus: On the Mysteries blichus, p. xlviii.]  [9:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, introduction to Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, p. xxvii.]  [10:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus, (The Journal of Roman Studies 83, 1993), p. 117.] 


Book I of De Mysteriis focuses on theurgy and the divine realm. Iamblichus repeatedly mentions the plurality of the gods and their classifications, for example, drawing upon daemons and heroes. He does not delve into the act of divination itself, but rather discusses how the gods are present. Early on in this chapter, Porphyry states that he “concedes the existence of the gods” and Iamblichus corrects him by asserting: “an innate knowledge about the gods is coexistent with our nature”.[footnoteRef:11] These words show that Iamblichus is of the belief that divine presence is all around and within us, and that a connection with the gods is natural and inborn. Iamblichus furthers this arguments by declaring: “it is rather the case that we are enveloped by the divine presence, and we are filled with it, and we possess our very essence by virtue of our knowledge that there are gods.”[footnoteRef:12] Iamblichus is stating that there are multiple gods that are all around us, dispelling the Christians’ belief that there is only one God. This idea is convincing insofar as you already believe in the multitude of the gods and, as John Dillon stated, Iamblichus argues his points well, but one must note take them too rationally.[footnoteRef:13] It is easy to fall down the rabbit hole and believe everything that he claims, as his ideas are stated in such an assertive and corrective manner. Conversely, as Addey wrote, Porphyry asked questions that he seemed to already know the answers to, and he asked them to Iamblichus in order to gain information on pagan religions and also to defend paganism and theurgy.[footnoteRef:14] Iamblichus, thus, did not need to convince Porphyry at all. Iamblichus’ correction furthers the idea that Iamblichus and Porphyry were already of the same opinion and that they wrote the letters in order to convince non-theurgists of their practises. His argument thus does not hold weight, as he does not really need to convince anyone of this belief. Rather, he is confirming to Porphyry what he already knows.  [11:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, I, 3 p. 11.]  [12:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, I, 3, p. 13.]  [13:  John Dillon, Iamblichus: De mysteriis. A Manifesto of the Miraculous by E. C. Clarke, The Classical Review Vol. 54, No. 2 (Oct., 2004), p. 349.]  [14:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods,
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p. 128.] 


Throughout De Mysteriis Iamblichus separates divination into two different categories; inspired divination, which comes through possession by the gods and oracles, and inductive divination, which includes augury and haruspicy.[footnoteRef:15] This distinction is vital as Iamblichus views the two methods very differently. It seems that, for Iamblichus, inspired divination is the truer, or rather, the more trustworthy form. He writes about divination as a human science and discusses the act of divination using entrails, calling this the “variety of the human art”,[footnoteRef:16] and implies that it is an inferior method of divination. He believes that these methods of foretelling, such as reading the stars or the flights of birds, are false as they are methods learned by humans, rather than given to us by the gods, bringing us to the idea of superficial divination.[footnoteRef:17] These methods are deceptive and superficial as they are a result of human science and are thus open to human interpretation, which may be a result of human opinion.[footnoteRef:18] To further the distinction between the different forms of divination, Iamblichus writes “for either the god possesses us, or we become wholly the god’s property, or we exercise our activity in common with him” when writing about how divine inspiration is aroused.[footnoteRef:19] Iamblichus’ idea of the two types of divination is very convincing as one can imagine how someone is more likely to be influenced by their own personal opinions or beliefs during ‘inductive divination’, whereas, if it is divination that came through the gods themselves, there is no room for human interpretation, thus leading to true divination. This idea of possession comes again when Iamblichus talks about the Phythia at Delphi, furthering his reasoning that the divine part of the human soul is able to achieve union with the gods.[footnoteRef:20] This links to Plato’s idea that inspired divination is superior to inductive divination.[footnoteRef:21] However, to further the idea of superficial divination, Porphyry asks Iamblichus if symbols and magical items can be used to carry out divination and Iamblichus answers that these forms of divination are false, superficial, and accessible by the many.[footnoteRef:22] These superficial divinations are untrustworthy and open to human interpretation, causing them to carry mistakes. [15:  Addey, Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De mysteriis, p. 36.]  [16:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 16, p.159.]  [17:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus, p. 120.]  [18:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus, p. 120.]  [19:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 5, p. 131.]  [20:  Addey, Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De mysteriis, p. 43.]  [21:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 242.]  [22:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus, p. 122.] 


Whilst Book I is rather an outline of theurgy, Book III is opened with a phrase stating that the questioner, Porphyry, is asking for a clear description of “what happens in predicting the future” and Iamblichus’ answer is that this process is impossible to learn.[footnoteRef:23] This straight away informs the reader that predicting the future is such a complex topic, that it can neither be studied, nor fully understood. Iamblichus continues with his quote, later stating “[…] 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:24] With these words, Iamblichus is informing Porphyry (and those who come to read the text) that divination is not something that human beings can persuade or influence. The true ability to predict the future through divination comes to us from the gods to those who are, as he goes on to write, pure and able to share it, which will be discussed in the next paragraph.[footnoteRef:25]  [23:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 1, p. 119. ]  [24:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 1, p. 119.]  [25:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 12, p. 151.] 


Iamblichus’ use of the verb ‘to share’ is most significant, for this implies that not everybody is able to carry out divination and that it is an act that involves more than one party. Both parties have to be willing and able to cooperate with one another. Iamblichus repeats again and again that being able to prophesise is a gift given by the gods[footnoteRef:26] and he suggests that divination may only be possible due to its status of a gift from the gods.[footnoteRef:27] This leads on to the notion that not everyone is able to partake in divination and Iamblichus often states that the prophet must be pure in order to possess the ability. Moreover, this further enhances the idea that the individual must be ready to receive the gift of divination; the recipient must be pure and be able to share the gift. This idea of sharing leads to the belief that gods and theurgists are working towards a common goal, or have a commonality and, as Dillon pointed out, the theurgist does indeed call the shots, but the gods are willing to answer.[footnoteRef:28] Iamblichus’ idea of being able to share is convincing. If everyone were able to practice divination, it would be common knowledge and there would be no questioning or counter-arguments. However, Iamblichus never explicitly states why things are the way he claims them to be, he just expects the reader to accept his words.  [26:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus, p. 119.]  [27:  Peter T. Struck, Divine Power and Human Intuition in Anna Marmodoro and Irini-Fotini Viltanioti, Iamblichus on Divination: Divine Powers in Late Antiquity, (Oxford University Press: 2017) [https://www-oxfordscholarship-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198767206.001.0001/acprof-9780198767206-chapter-5?print=pdf] p. 7.]  [28:  Dillon, Iamblichus: De mysteriis. A Manifesto of the Miraculous, p. 350.] 


Iamblichus mentions another type of divination: the inspired oracle.[footnoteRef:29] During this type of oracle, the prophet drinks from a spring held in a subterranean chamber. The prophet must drink the water on a certain night after completing the required ceremonies. Afterwards, he is able to deliver his oracles.[footnoteRef:30] Iamblichus goes on to state that the oracular power of the water is not immediately obvious and also that “not every inspiration that the water gives is from the god.”[footnoteRef:31] This idea shows links back to Iamblichus’ idea that divination can be carried out incorrectly. Additionally, it is a good way to avoid the counter-arguments that the prophecy was incorrect: it may have been the case that the inspiration was not from the gods. Furthermore, the prophet must fast for the whole day and night before drinking the water and going into a trance, thus it is possible to claim that the prophet is woozy from the fast. Additionally, although now impossible to test, it is possible that the water contained gasses or chemicals that caused this state of delirium. In this section, Iamblichus often mentions receiving and receptivity. For example, the prophet must purify himself or herself for receiving the god. He mentions this again when discussing the Pythia at Delphi.[footnoteRef:32] Here, however, Iamblichus mentions that the Phythia must fast for 3 days, thus enhancing the potentiality that she was in a state of delirium due to lack of food or energy. [29:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 11, p. 145.]  [30:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 11, p. 145.]  [31:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 11, p. 147.]  [32:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 11, p. 147.] 


Iamblichus also categorises dream divination into the two categories: he calls these ‘human dreams’ and ‘god-sent dreams’. Human dreams come from the soul and Iamblichus argues that they are a result of your thoughts or fantasies.[footnoteRef:33]  This idea is very convincing as it is fairly common for your dreams to be based on how you are feeling at a given point in time. For example, if you are worried, quite often your dream will be related to this. If you are worried about a family members’ health, it is likely that you will dream about their wellbeing. As Addey stated, human guesswork is required, emphasising that incorrect assumptions or readings of dreams can be made.[footnoteRef:34] ‘God-sent dreams’ however, arise when in a state between sleep and being awake, when one is in a trance.[footnoteRef:35] This is a convincing argument as it links back to Iamblichus’ idea of the individual needing to be pure and able to share the gift of divination with the gods. If someone were to experience a god-sent dream, they were thus receptive to the gods. [33:  Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, Iamblichus, 3, 2, p. 121.]  [34:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 262.]  [35:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 263.] 


To conclude, Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis is written as a defence of theurgy and he discusses two types of divination: inspired and inductive divination. It is possible to assert that he wrote the text in order to raise awareness of theurgy to counter the rise in Christianity. Moreover, Addey states that De Mysteriis can be viewed as a ritual, in that it shows how divination can be carried out.[footnoteRef:36] To further this, Athanassiadi also states that the random title given to the work cloaks the fact that the text is both an assessment of the practice and a programmatic work.[footnoteRef:37] From these two statements, we can conclude that Iamblichus wrote his text in order to show how divination can and should be carried out. It is both a text for practitioners of the act and those who are interested in practice. As Porphyry seemed to already know the answers to the questions he was asking, it is possible to lay claim that the text is further a means to correct the opinions of others. However, it appears that Iamblichus’ arguments never give any explanations as to why things are; he only ever mentions how they are. Nevertheless, Athanassiadi stated that Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis is “a theoretical framework by reference to which every known divinatory practice can be classified or rejected”[footnoteRef:38], showing the importance of the text for later years to come.  [36:  Addey, Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De mysteriis, p. 55.]  [37:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus, p. 117.]  [38:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus, p. 119.] 
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