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A Critical Review of Iamblichus’ Arguments for Divination in De Mysteriis 
De Mysteriis (DM) was originally titled “The Reply of the Master Abamon to the Letter of Porphyry to Anebo, and the Solutions to the Questions it Contains”.
 It is a philosophy book about problems and solutions written by Iamblichus under the pseudonym ‘Abamon’ who was an Egyptian, despite Iamblichus himself being Syrian. DM is written in the style of a dialogue, inspired by Plato’s preferred ‘philosophy in action’ writing style, and presents a discourse between the Egyptian teacher Abamon and Porphyry’s Anebo. DM was written during late antiquity in the Greco-Roman world either at the end of the 3rd or beginning of the 4th century CE.
 The book was first translated from Latin to Greek by Ficino in the 15th century CE- it was actually Ficino who first dubbed the book De Mysteriis.
 It was a popular period for initiation into mystery cults at the time Iamblichus was writing DM and consequently the book was notably influential then and it retains this influence to the present day. DM was intended to defend the role and the importance of divination from Porphyry, whose ideas conflicted with those of Iamblichus. Iamblichus was in favour of divination and was essentially trying to explain, through DM, how to properly worship the Gods. Dedicated to Hermes and sharing similarities with the Hermetica, DM ‘offers a typology of diverse types of divination.’
 This paper will critically review Iamblichus’s arguments in favour of divination in DM and will offer some of the narratives amongst scholars on the effectiveness of Iamblichus’ arguments. 

Iamblichus’ believed divination was based upon three axioms: the cosmological, metaphysical and psychological.
 Iamblichus’ fundamental argument was that divination is only possible by the divine realms and the gods are the ultimate cause of any divination. Divination for Iamblichus is divine and eternal. This is evident when Iamblichus says:

“There is one correct rule and one first principle concerning all these matters: that is, never to derive divination of the future from those things that have no foreknowledge as such, but to derive it from the gods who in themselves possess the limits of all knowledge of existing things, from which the mantic power is distributed throughout the whole cosmos … For such a principal cause is not only primordial and eminently universal, but contains primarily within itself whatever it gives to those sharing in it, and especially furnishes the truth which divination needs”

Iamblichus accordingly, categorises the divine into two types: inspired and inductive divination.
  Inspired divination is favoured by Iamblichus because it is entirely immaterial, eternal and pure and therefore, the ultimate cause of inspired divination is the divine.
 Iamblichus states in Book III of DM that inspired divination belongs to the gods.

‘To know the principle of divination, to know that it is activated neither by bodies nor by bodily conditions, neither by a natural object nor by natural powers, neither by human disposition nor its related habits… Rather, all of its supreme power belongs to the gods, and is bestowed by the gods.’

Theurgy is an example of inspired divination, according to Iamblichus, as it is one of the aspects that helps people along the ‘universal path to salvation’ and this, according to Gertz, is what Iamblichus was searching for in DM.
  Any form of divination which removes human interference is divine and inspired. So, DM was a lesson on how to reach a state in which the gods are being purely received through theurgic rituals. Iamblichus was teaching how his theurgy can reach this purely divine state known as ‘ecstasy’ and was explaining in DM how his theurgic teachings allowed for the shift in consciousness so that a person could achieve ‘ecstasy’.
  Iamblichus argued that ecstasy was required to communicate directly with the gods, although, he does separate ecstasy into two forms, one being more superior than the other. 

“It is necessary to divide ecstasy into two species: some are turned toward the inferior [and some reach up to the superior]; some are filled with foolishness and delirium, but others impart goods more honourable than human wisdom. Some degenerate to a disorderly, confused, and material movement, but others give themselves to the cause that rules over the order of the cosmos. The former are separated from understanding because they are deprived of knowledge, but the latter are separated from understanding because they are attached to Beings that transcend all human understanding.”

This separation of ecstasy gives strength to Iamblichus’ argument for divination and makes his work more convincing because it demonstrates that he scrutinises all aspects of divination and recognises some practices as inferior, therefore requiring forethought rather than blind support.

Inductive divination is distinguished from inspired divination by its further proximity from the divine.
 Iamblichus therefore deems inductive divination to be inferior because it involves more human interference, the inferiority is from the human element rather than the type of divination itself. 
“Come, then, let us turn to the mode of divination, accomplished by human skill, which partakes largely of guessing and supposition. About this you say the following: ‘some have already established a technique for pursuing the future by means of entrails, birds and stars…” There are also many other such techniques, but these are sufficient for illustrating every artificial kind of divination”

Again, as with the distinction between the types of ecstasy within inspired divination, the benefit of the distinction between inspired and inductive divination is also apparent.  It is appropriate to note that Iamblichus’ approach to divination and theurgy emphasised the importance of proper technique and connection with the gods and did not uncritically encompass form of unsophisticated or lesser ‘magic’ for the sake of it. 

Iamblichus has been critiqued for his work’s seemingly irrational roots. However, this ought not to be the case. His arguments for divination are not devoid of intellect: rather he believed strongly in the inherent links between the gods and this attribute. Iamblichus says: 

“So then, Intellect, as leader and king of the realm of Being, and the art which creates the universe, is present continuously and uniformly to the gods, perfectly and self-sufficiently free from any deficiency, established in itself purely and in accordance with one sole activity...”

Furthermore, Danielle Layne suggests that Iamblichus valued theurgy over philosophy insofar as intellectual considerations stop an individual having a true union with the gods.
 Layne continues that Iamblichus is far from advocating irrationalism as many of his critiques argue, rather, Iamblichus was offering a ‘keener vision of the implications of the Neoplatonic system, a vision that ultimately argues that union with the gods is not our work but the gods.’

Polymnia Athanassiadi also comes to Iamblichus’ aid as she believed his arguments are often misconstrued, and additionally readers are often ‘failing completely to appreciate his considerable sense of humour.’
Additionally, she recognises that Iamblichus’ work is difficult to follow and that a ‘combination of intellectual ambiguity and playfulness is at the basis of lamblichus' elusiveness; and, ‘Iamblichus deals in highly critical, if unsystematic, fashion with the different kinds of divination.’
 If this is the case, then it further clarifies why Iamblichus is misunderstood by readers and deemed irrational. 
Modern scholars too critique Iamblichus in the same way that he has been criticised throughout Neoplatonic scholarly history. For example, E.R Dodd specifically states that DM is ‘a manifesto of irrationalism.’
 
However, according to Gregory Shaw, Dodd says this because ‘we either ignore or dismiss [theurgic practices] because these stories do not fit into our rational and materialist view of the world.’ This misfit is likely to exist, according to Shaw, because Iamblichus favours the divination aspect of theurgy and people who favour Platonic rationalism see this as embarrassing.

Despite favouring the gods over platonic rationalism, Iamblichus still claimed to be a Platonist, so to dismiss his work as irrational is quite benighted.  It is clear that his writing aimed to demonstrate how theurgy is compatible with philosophy or how philosophy is can facilitate theurgy – which is a type of divination. Gregory Shaw appoints Iamblichus as ‘the first leader of a Platonic school to function simultaneously as hierophant of a sacred cult.’
 Broadly speaking, Iamblichus’ case for divination was not an irrational pursuit incompatible with Platonism, rather, he was the first person to turn Platonism into a religion or, alternatively posited, he turned popular religion Platonic.  

"Iamblichus maintained that the divine principles invoked in these rites were exemplified abstractly and theoretically in the teachings of Pythagoras, Plato, and Aristotle, and that both cultic acts and philosophic paedia were rooted in one source: the ineffable power of the gods."

However, this does not mean that Iamblichus was completely Platonic because Plato’s rationality alone was not enough to reach the universal path of salvation. Hence Iamblichus wrote DM, to explain theurgic rituals and thus informed people could properly connect with the gods.
The debate as to whether Iamblichus was irrational or otherwise sits within a much wider context beyond Iamblichus himself. As previously mentioned, DM was an implicit dialogue between Iamblichus and Porphyry; a series of responses to a set of questions proposed by Porphyry about the nature of gods and proper ways of worshipping them. In fact, the Iamblichus versus Porphyry/ Abaom versus Anebo and by extension the irrationality versus rationality debate can be seen as a microcosm for the bigger questions about the validity of divination. Jeremy Scott points out that this is actually a critical debate about the value of theurgy itself, a debate which was prevalent in late ancient Platonism.

The overall orthodox consensus views this debate as a hostile disagreement between Porphyry and Iamblichus.
 Outside of the books, Porphyry was Iamblichus’ teacher and it is claimed that he did not approve of the divination methods adopted by Iamblichus because Porphyry deemed these methods unworthy of a philosopher.
 It is said the Porphyry was very sceptical about theurgy. Emma Clarke evaluates the situation as followed: ‘The De mysteriis, however, is a point-by-point refutation of Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo, an epistle which launched a vicious attack on theurgy, more than likely aimed specifically at Iamblichus and his beliefs.’

The assumed notion that the debate was hostile may be imprudent. The aim of Porphyry’s questions may have been to gain a better understanding of theurgy rather than to condemn the discipline as a whole.  Polymnia Athanassiadi believes that Iamblichus was first and foremost a teacher that he somewhat enjoyed the questions posed to him by Anebo because he was happy for the opportunity to teach. Athanassiadi says that Iamblichus was occasionally shocked, although not angered by  Porphyry’s naivety because it sometimes echoed Christian propaganda, but Iamblichus was not angry.
 The aim was to answer questions and not argue. John Dillon agrees that this was not an angry debate but a necessary one ‘The refutation of one's predecessors was a necessary part of staying afloat in the scholastic world, then and now...’

This paper has critically reviewed Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in De Mysteriis. An initial exploration was made of Iamblichus’ view on divination as a whole and the separation of divination by Iamblichus into ‘inspired’ and ‘inductive’ divination. An explanation was provided to clarify how the separation of divination makes Iamblichus’ arguments for divination more robust because in distinguishing the two, Iamblichus removes himself from notions of irrationality. Some of Iamblichus’ critics who labelled him irrational were explored then dismissed because they missed the fundamental point of Iamblichus’ work which was to philosophise divination in line with Platonic principles and make the gods accessible to all. The context in which the debate between Iamblichus and Porphyry sits and how this links with wider discussions on divination and rationality was also considered. Overall, Iamblichus presents a strong, albeit abstract defence for divination in De Mysteriis but it is only when applying the nuanced contexts of religion, philosophy and theurgy during his time of writing that the stance he held on divination can be fully appreciated as the rational aid to achieving a closer relationship with the gods. 
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Shaw, G, ‘The Chôra of the Timaeus and Iamblichean Theurgy’, Horizons, 3 (2012)

Shaw, G, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (Pennsylvania:  Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995)
� Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods (Oxton: Routledge, 2014) p. 127.


� Exact date unknown 


� Iamblichus, On The Mysteries, trans. by Emma C. Clark et al., introduction by Emma C. Clark (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003) p. xiii.


� Crystal Addey, p. 239. 


� Angela Voss and Patrick Curry, ‘Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus' On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis),’ in Seeing with Different Eyes: Essays on Astrology and Divination, (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Press, 2008) p. 35


� Iamblichus, DM 3.1 (101.7-102.6)


� Crystal Addey, p. 240. 


� Crystal Addey, p. 240 and 249


� Iamblichus, DM 3.1 trans. by Emma C. Clark et al., p. 119. (English) 


� Sebastian Gertz, Divination and the Neoplatonic Search for Salvation in On Prophecy, Dreams and Human Imagination (Tuebingen: Mohr Siebeck GmbH and Co. KG, 2014) p.117.


� Gregory Shaw, ‘Containing Ecstasy: The Strategies of Iamblichean Theurgy’, Dionysius. XXI, (2003), p. 54


� Iamblichus, DM 158,11–159,6.


� Angela Voss and Patrick Curry (2008) p. 36.


� Iamblichus, DM 3.15 trans. by Emma C. Clark et al., p. 157. (English) 





� Iamblichus, DM I.7 (21.14-22.4)


� Danielle Layne, ‘Philosophical Prayer in Proclus's "Commentary On Plato's Timaeus" ,  The Review Of Metaphysics. 67, (2013), p. 346. 


� Layne (2013), p. 346.


� Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination’ , The Journal of Roman Studies. 83 (1993), p. 116. 


� Polymnia Athanassiadi, (1993) p. 117.


� E. R Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1949) p. 287
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