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Can Theurgy be considered a form of magic?
Word count:
The word ‘magic’ is a term fraught with semantic difficulties, particularly in its relationship to religion.  Dorothy Hammond has stated that ‘ethnographic data compel[s] recognition that a sharp distinction between magic and religion can hardly be contained’.[footnoteRef:1] However, despite the fact that defining between the two has been shown in practice to be difficult, it has nevertheless been repeatedly attempted by anthropologists over time, originating with James George Frazer.[footnoteRef:2] In Iamblichus’ text On the Mysteries, he attempts to create a definition of theurgy as distinct from the practice of common magic, known as goetia. According to Iamblichus theurgy was a practice that ‘renders the will of man…[to] the gods, elevates it to them, and coharmonizes the former with the latter’.[footnoteRef:3] Thus theurgy was seen as divine oriented practice in which one’s life purpose was to raise their soul up to the gods through various methods. According to Frazer, religion is the ‘propitiation or conciliation of powers superior to man which are believed to direct and control the course of nature and of human life’, emphasising the notion of a greater power than humans, which they must supplicate to.[footnoteRef:4] Iamblichus’ notion of theurgy thus appears to be in line with early attempts to define religion from Frazer. In contrast, magic for Frazer utilised practices such as divination, and comprised an attempt to manipulate the gods to the will of the human magician.[footnoteRef:5] However, theurgy included use of divination, yet as mentioned, it also involved supplication to higher powers. Iamblichus claimed that ‘[d]ivine divination… alone truly imparts us a divine life’, thus expressing the importance of divination to what under Frazer’s definition appears to be a religious practice.[footnoteRef:6] As such, a modern conception of theurgy is linguistically complex, since it conforms to definitions of both religion and magic. In addition to the complexity of defining theurgy, Iamblichus also saw a distinction between his practice and more common magic known as goetia.[footnoteRef:7] This suggests that he did not see theurgy as a magical practice, but a divine one. Theurgy thus appears to encompass the ongoing difficulties in separating and defining religion and magic. As such, this essay shall examine the relationship between theurgy and goetia, and the ways in which theurgy could be considered a form of magic under the definition of contemporary scholars. [1:  Dorothy Hammond, ‘Magic: A Problem in Semantics’, American Anthropologist, vol. 72 (1970), pp.  1349.]  [2:  Dorothy Hammond, ‘Magic: A Problem in Semantics’, pp. 1349. ]  [3:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians, trans. Thomas Taylor, (London, Bertram Dobell and Reeves and Turner, 1895), section I chap X.]  [4:  James George Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, (1890) (Hertfordshire, Wordworth, 1993), pp 50.]  [5:  James George Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, pp 51.]  [6:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section X chap IV.]  [7:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section VI chap IV.] 

Though Frazer’s distinctions between magic and religion have been criticised, Rosalie and Murray Wax have shown that they still form the basis of a contemporary anthropological understanding of the two terms.[footnoteRef:8] As such, it remains a useful basis on which to start a discussion regarding magic and religion. According to Frazer, religion supplicates to a higher power, whist magic does not.[footnoteRef:9] Nevertheless, the Waxes in their critique of the definition of magic attempt to create their own definition as defined by a ‘magical worldview' in which the world is full of supernatural beings.[footnoteRef:10] Dorothy Hammond similarly criticises the differentiation between magic and religion, concluding that magic is not a separate entity, but a branch of religion.[footnoteRef:11] Hans Dieter Betz states that in the Ancient Greco-Roman world there was no real distinction between magic and religion, as he states that ‘[t]he religious beliefs and practices of most people were identical with some form of magic’.[footnoteRef:12] Nonetheless, the distinction Iamblichus makes between goetia and theurgy appears to be crucial to his conception of theurgy.[footnoteRef:13] Furthermore, the distinctions and similarities between theurgy and goetia may be useful in developing the contemporary definitions of magic and religion. [8:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, Current Anthropology, vol. 4 (1963), pp. 495.]  [9:  James George Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, pp 49-50.]  [10:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, pp 501.]  [11:  Dorothy Hammond, ‘Magic: A Problem in Semantics’, pp 1355.]  [12:  Hans Dieter Betz, Introduction to the Greek Magical Papyri, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation: Including the Demotic Spells, ed. by Hans Dieter Betz, (USA, University of Chicago press, 1986), pp xli.]  [13:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section VI chap IV.] 

One of the main difficulties in differentiating between goetia and theurgy is that, according to Iamblichus, both rely on divinatory practices that are the same since they have the same origin. He states that while the practice of goetia does not reach directly up to the gods, it is ‘accomplished by the natures and bodies that proceed from them’.[footnoteRef:14] Thus, suggesting that it operates using the same system as theurgy. This statement stems from Iamblichus’ claim that ‘the whole authority of [divination] pertains to the gods, and is imparted by them’, thus suggesting that the power of the gods is essential to any practice of divination.[footnoteRef:15] As such, here he seems to be admitting by necessity to the relationship between magic and theurgy, as they both rely on a system that comes from the gods. Nevertheless, as he claims that the magicians are using divine systems improperly, Iamblichus slates goetia as an audacious perversion of the order in the world.[footnoteRef:16] Here Iamblichus seems to claim that divination in itself is a divine practice, and only in its misuse that it is no longer noble. Though Iamblichus proposes the idea that goetia and theurgy use the same divinatory system, he places the practice of theurgy as higher, for it works within the natural and divine order. According to Murray and Rosalie Wax, the difference between magic and religion has historically been judged by ‘spiritual and moral standards’, where religion is seen as the more spiritual and moral of the two.[footnoteRef:17] Iamblichus appears to divide goetia and theurgy on similar grounds. He seems to make moral judgements against goetia, claiming it as an ‘artificial apparatus… [that] does not deserve to be called divination’.[footnoteRef:18] In contrast, theurgy is described as a practice where one could engage in the ‘intellectual and incorporeal mode of worship’.[footnoteRef:19] According to Hammond, ‘[t]he traditional hostility between deistic belief and magical belief is understandable. An ideology that holds man to be wholly dependent on powerful gods must view a conception of man as one of the ruling forces in the cosmos as hubris of a most literal and damnable kind’.[footnoteRef:20] This emphasises the statement of morality made by Iamblichus' damnation of goetia. Furthermore, his emphasis on following the divine order seems to ally theurgy with Frazer’s definition of religion, while similarly foreshadowing Frazer’s statement that what separates magic and religion is a ‘radical conflict of principle’.[footnoteRef:21] As such, the distinction between theurgy and goetia seems to relate more to the theurgists sense of righteousness regarding their practice, since theurgy is presented as the more spiritual and moral of the two.  [14:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section IV chap X. ]  [15:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section III chap I.]  [16:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section IV chap X. ]  [17:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, pp 497.]  [18:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section VI chap IV.]  [19:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section V chap XV. ]  [20:  Dorothy Hammond, ‘Magic: A Problem in Semantics’, pp 1354.]  [21:  James George Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, pp 52.] 

Nevertheless, even if goetia is simply a corrupted form of divination, Iamblichus’ claim that all divination comes from the gods implies that goetia still has its origins in a divine practice. In fact, it seems to suggest that magic is actually a perverted form of theurgy. Thus, in his attempt to morally divide theurgy and goetia, Iamblichus inadvertently reinforces the notion that these two practices are intrinsically intertwined as one is a branch of the other. However, since there is appears to be no practical difference between the two, Iamblichus’ distinctions between goetia and theurgy seem to be based more on the intention behind it. He claims that magician ‘vehemently threatens’ in their divination, whereas the theurgist uses special words and their union with the gods.[footnoteRef:22] This distinction seems to foreshadow Frazer’s distinction between magic and religion as supposedly defined by a contrast between supplication and manipulation, assuming that the goetia magician only attempts to manipulate in their divination practice.[footnoteRef:23] However, the Waxes have criticised Frazer’s definition as unsupported empirically, indeed even tablets from Iamblichus’ time have shown that magic users sometimes did supplicate and ask, rather than demand, in their practice.[footnoteRef:24] According to Iamblichus, it was only through the pure intention of theurgy that divination could be most effective, as goetia was ‘filled with abundant ignorance’.[footnoteRef:25] However, the suggestion that goetia only produces a less accurate version of what theurgy produces does not reinforce the idea that these are two clearly distinct practices, just that they are hierarchal versions of each other, and so are related. [22:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section VI chap VI.]  [23:  James George Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, Pp. 49-51.]  [24:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, pp 496; PGM VII, 505-28, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation: Including the Demotic Spells, ed. by Hans Dieter Betz, (USA, University of Chicago press, 1986).]  [25:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section VI chap IV.] 

Proclus described theurgy as ‘a power greater than all human wisdom and knowledge, embracing the blessings of divination, the purifying powers of initiation, and in a word all the operations of divine possession’.[footnoteRef:26] His reference to divine possession seems to indicate that the theurgist ideal was to live a life that was in every moment infused with divinity. However, his statement that theurgy ‘embraces divination’ draws attention to that idea that, for the theurgist, divination was only one part of their practice.  Indeed Polymnia describes theurgy as ‘not just a technique… but rather a dynamic state of mind’.[footnoteRef:27] As such, this seems to suggest that theurgy was a complete way of living one's life. In contrast, where goetia was concerned, there are no formal ancient texts regarding any intellectual analysis of the practice. Presumably then, there was no established philosophical system behind it. This seems to suggest that the difference between theurgy and goetia thus lies in the notion that theurgy is a complete system and way of life, as opposed to a practice like goetia that appears to have only been utilised when needed. Yet, the divination aspect of theurgy did appear to be key to Iamblichus. He claimed that, ‘[d]ivine divination… alone truly imparts us a divine life’.[footnoteRef:28] This suggests that in Iamblichus' view the rituals and spells involved in divination are essential to the way of life espoused by the theurgist. Furthermore, the magical elements of theurgy juxtaposed as crucial to the divine ones. This does appear to present a different perspective to Proclus, a divination is not just a part but the key element to a divine life, according to Iamblichus. This may suggest that while Iamblichus opinions were influential, they may not have represented the views of all theurgists.[footnoteRef:29] Polymnia Athanassiadi stated that while Iamblichus claimed in On the Mysteries that statues were not inherently divine, this did not stop the belief that theurgists thought that divinity may reside in statues.[footnoteRef:30] This suggests that other theurgists may have had their own conception of theurgy, and may have had alternative views regarding its relationship to goetia. Nonetheless, the popularity of Iamblichus' work does seem to indicate that his perspective was popular.  [26:  Proclus, Platonic Theology, 1.25.7-10, ed. Saffrey and Westerink, trans. Dodds (1951).]  [27:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy, and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 83 (1993), pp. 116.]  [28:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, section X chap IV. ]  [29:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy, and Freelance Divination’, pp 116.]  [30:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy, and Freelance Divination’, pp 123.] 

According to the Waxes, scholarly approaches to magic have focussed too much on the techniques and practices, rather than the implicit cosmology behind it.[footnoteRef:31] While there may not be any formal documents expressing the cosmological views of goetia users, this does not mean they had none. Indeed Hammond claims that all forms of magic inherently contain a cosmology as ‘it is most unlikely that magic can have value for human beings unless they somehow perceive its relevance to their conception of reality’.[footnoteRef:32] This suggests that users of goetia must have held some cosmology in which such a practice could be both relevant and effective. In addition, the Waxes attempted to conceptualise magic from a cosmological slant, in which they saw it as defined by a magical world view; where a person conceived of the world as a place of ‘wish, spell, emotion, or ritual’.[footnoteRef:33] According to Hans Dieter Betz, ‘[m]agical beliefs and practices can hardly be overestimated in their importance for the daily lives of the people.’[footnoteRef:34] As such, goetia users seem to operate from this magical worldview. However, H. S. Versnel stated that ‘[m]agic and religion have in common that they refer to supernatural forces and power, a reality different from normal reality’.[footnoteRef:35] As such, this definition of magic does not truly separate it from religion. Accordingly, theurgy too seems to come under the Waxes definition. Iamblichus claims that the ‘sacred prayers’ and divine symbols were sent to humans from the gods, in doing so creating a world in which spells and rituals have a higher signification. Therefore, under the Waxes definition, theurgy appears to be a form of magic, since it encompassed a magical worldview. Yet, it also shows how this magical worldview could be indispensable to the religious elements of a practice. However, where theurgy appears to differ from goetia is in the breadth of worldview it provides, since it was a complete and well-defined philosophy. As Hammond similarly stated, ‘[t]he cosmological concepts inherent in religions are more complex than belief in spiritual beings only’.[footnoteRef:36] Nevertheless, while theurgy may have expressed a more developed cosmology, as shown this does not mean that goetia was not non-cosmological. Thus both practices appear to come under the Waxes definition of magic. Furthermore, Hammond states that ‘[m]agic is not an entity distinct from religion but a form of ritual behaviour and thus an element of religion.’[footnoteRef:37] In this sense, both goetia and theurgy appear to come under religion-magic as one homogenous term. [31:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, pp 501.]  [32:  Dorothy Hammond, ‘Magic: A Problem in Semantics’, pp 1353.]  [33:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, pp 501.]  [34:  Hans Dieter Betz, Introduction to the Greek Magical Papyri, pp xli.]  [35:  H. S. Versnel, ‘Some Reflections on the Relationship Magic-Religion’, Numen, vol. 38 (1991), pp. 178.]  [36:  Dorothy Hammond, ‘Magic: A Problem in Semantics’, pp 1355.]  [37:  Dorothy Hammond, ‘Magic: A Problem in Semantics’, pp 1355.] 

Regarding magic and religion, the Waxes discuss the idea that while the two terms may not be absolutely distinct, they can be can be contrasted in a meaningful way when understood from a different frame of reference, for example socially.[footnoteRef:38] As such, classifying theurgy as a divine, rather than as common magic may have had social meanings that made the distinction significant in Iamblichus’ time. As Iamblichus only wrote the mysteries around a century before Christianity was declared state religion and sacrifices were banned: the need to distinguish between goetia and theurgy may have also reflected a growing societal distain for magic in the ancient Greco-Roman world.[footnoteRef:39] In addition, writing around three hundred and fifty years earlier, Cicero argued in his treatise De Divinatione that there was a difference between the practice of divination and religion, suggesting that a change in the esteem divination held was already long on its way by the time of Iamblichus.[footnoteRef:40] Concurrently, according to Athanassiadi, ‘[t]he great oracular establishments were on the way to extinction and, sensing this, Iamblichus reserved no place of honour for them in his scheme’.[footnoteRef:41] It may be that Iamblichus’ emphasis on defining theurgy and goetia stemmed from a keenness for the survival of his own art above all. As such, the difference between goetia and theurgy may have been more meaningful in a cultural sense, than linguistic sense. In addition, On the Mysteries was written utilising a philosophical dialogue format, and thus in doing so formed a discussion which may well have reflected the kind of the discussions people were having regarding theurgy at that time. [38:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, pp 499.]  [39:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, Jackson P. Hershbell, Introduction to On the Mysteries, by Iamblichus, trans. Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, Jackson P. Hershbell, (Atlanta, Society of Biblical literature, 2003), pp. XXVII.]  [40:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione', in On Old Age, On Friendship, On Divination, trans. W. A. Falconer, (Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University Press, 1923), XVII.]  [41:   Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy, and Freelance Divination, pp 123.] 

While Iamblichus appeared to deem it necessary to make a distinction between magic and theurgy, yet there are no rebuttal texts from practitioners of goetia. This may have been because practicing goetia was not something that was written about in an official and public capacity. According to Georg Luck, both Pagans and Christians used the term to refer to lower forms of magic, and ‘there almost always is a connotation of fraud and deceit’.[footnoteRef:42] Consequently, people would most likely have not wanted to publicly associate themselves with goetia. Furthermore, when it came to official texts on magic, there was only the Greek Magical Papyri, which served more as an instruction manual, than a philosophical break down of the practice. However, this may also be a result of the suppression of magic texts that occurred in the Christian era.[footnoteRef:43] Betz states that ‘[m]odern views of Greek and Roman religions have long suffered from certain deformities because they were unconsciously shaped by the only remaining sources: the literature of the cultural elite, and the archaeological remains of the official cults of the states and cities’.[footnoteRef:44] Here he discusses how the suppression if magical texts, has now shaped the view of history that is available. Consequently, the high regard of Iamblichus may be the reason that his text still exists, where others may not have survived the suppression of the Christian era. Accordingly, the extent to which his text represents the full relationship between theurgy and goetia is debatable. [42:  Georg Luck, ‘Witches and Sorcerers in Classical Literature’, in Witchcraft and Magic in Europe: Ancient Greece and Rome, (London, The Athlone Press, 1999).]  [43:  Hans Dieter Betz, Introduction to the Greek Magical Papyri, pp xli.]  [44:  Hans Dieter Betz, Introduction to the Greek Magical Papyri, pp xli.] 

The practice of theurgy, as set out by Iamblichus, indeed seems difficult to define against the similarly ancient concept of goetia. Yet, it is also difficult to define within contemporary definitions of religion and magic. According to Iamblichus, both theurgy and goetia operate using the same divine systems, suggesting there are different forms of the same thing. However, the difference between the two was shown to be regarding to moral righteousness of theurgy over goetia, as proclaimed by Iamblichus. While Iamblichus does not explicitly discuss religion and magic, in differentiating between his divine practice and goetia, his argument seemed to preclude later scholars’ statements that the difference between religion and magic appeared to come down to a question of morality. However, Iamblichus’ focus on intention as the differentiation between the two arts only reinforced the notion that in terms of method, there were no practical differences. Thus the difference was more abstract. This further implied that goetia was a corrupted form of theurgy. Nevertheless, it was seen that theurgy was not practice that depended on divination alone, but was a whole way of life. Consequently, theurgy was more than just its magical practices. Nevertheless, it did appear that Iamblichus stressed the divination element as the most important. Furthermore, it was shown that when focusing on cosmology rather than techniques, both goetia and theurgy could be classified as containing a ‘magical world view’. Nonetheless, it was seen that this definition of magic was still applicable to religion, and so only provided an alternative term for contemporary scholars to define magic-religion. However, it was also seen that while goetia and theurgy may not be distinct terms, they may find a meaningful distinction regarding this social and cultural status. The changing political and religious situation may have meant that to being a form of magic was something that was becoming increasingly undesirable. Nevertheless, a full understanding of the cultural standing of goetia is limited by the lack of surviving texts. This means that texts such as On the Mysteries set the tone of understanding regarding magic in that period.
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