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A Critical Review of Iamblichus’ Arguments for Divination in De Mysteriis 
Word Count: 2312
Introduction:
[bookmark: _Hlk64810025]     This essay critically reviews the arguments for divination in the book, Iamblichus: On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), translated by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (eds), Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003.  On the Mysteries, a translation of the original treatise De Mysteriis, was “composed in the late third century C.E. as a reply to Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo and written under the guise of the Egyptian priest “Abamon.”[footnoteRef:1] Porphyry’s letter to Anebo is based on “an epistle that launched a vicious attack on theurgy, more likely aimed at Iamblichus’ beliefs.”[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Crystal Addey, ‘Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis’, in Seeing with Different Eyes: Essays in Astrology and Divination, P. Curry and A. Voss eds. (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007), pp.35-57 (p. 36)]  [2: Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), translated with introduction and notes, Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell eds. (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003) P. xxii] 

     The dialogue and problems and solutions forms are used in this work.    The dialogue form allows for the presentation of different sides of an argument.  The problem and solution form allows the author to; analyze, describe and propose a solution to the argument.  The combination of these forms permits a discourse that is dense with information and ideas.  Iamblichus may have also been using a technique described by Mary Beard.[footnoteRef:3]  By selecting an Egyptian priest as his interlocutor, he strengthens his arguments by assuming the image of a religious sage. On reading and contemplating the treatise, there is an unfolding of information about culture, philosophies and spiritual practices of late antiquity.    [3:  Mary Beard, ‘The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76 (1986), pp.34-46 (pp.44-45)] 

     What arguments did Iamblichus make for divination in On the Mysteries?  This essay examines and analyzes an argument for divination in astrology in Book IX of On the Mysteries. Analysis and investigation of how intermingling of various cultures, their knowledge, practices and philosophies influenced Iamblichus’ perspectives will be examined. 
     “Iamblichus was born in Syria about 245-250 C.E. and died c. 80 years of age.”[footnoteRef:4]  His “natural environment was…the mystical dimension of Islam as it developed from…Sufi circles.“[footnoteRef:5]  “Iamblichus was of an illustrious ancestry and belonged to an opulent and prosperous family.”[footnoteRef:6]  His ancestral experience in ancient rituals and mysticism can be seen in his later years an advocate for theurgy. According to Gregory Shaw, Iamblichus “was…head of the Platonic School in Syria.”  He goes on to say, “he introduced Egyptian and Chaldean religious rites as part of intellectual disciplines of his school … which he called theurgy...”[footnoteRef:7] In, On the Mysteries, Iamblichus’ arguments for divination; an integral part of theurgy; follows the academic methods of his Platonic School in Syria.   [4:  Alan Cameron, ‘The Date of Iamblichus’ Birth’, Hermes, 96/3 (1968, Franz Steiner Verlag), 374-376 (pp.374-5)]  [5:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 83 (Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies 1993) 115-130 (p.13)]  [6:  Eunapius, The Lives of Philosophers, translated by Wilmer C. Wright, (Harvard University Press 2021) p.362]  [7:  Gregory Shaw, ‘Theurgy: Rituals of Unification in the Neoplatonism of Iamblichus’, Tradition Vol.41 (1985 Cambridge University Press) 1-28 (p.1)] 

     Worship of the gods and divination were normal part of everyday life in Greece.  Sacrifice and propitiation of the gods were practiced for moderating problems, curing illnesses, and invoking benefic influences in predicted events. Divination by Seers using; oracles, bird behaviors, dreams and interpreting the entrails of sacrificed animals are a few examples of the types of divination practiced.  According to Michael Flower: 
Modern scholars are well aware that all the various types of divination practiced in Greece…had originated in the ancient Near East and probably arrived in Greece between the eighth and sixth century B.C.E. …every variety of divination did not arrive at once.  Indeed the...cross cultural study of divination demonstrates that systems of divination are particularly permeable to external influence. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Michael Attyah Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece, Berkeley, (University of California Press, 2007) pp.25-26] 

Iamblichus advocated for the amalgamation of Theurgy (rituals), with intellectual discipline.  The study of philosophy was an intellectual endeavor.  Theurgy had the purpose of connecting the soul, by divine guidance, to the divine.[footnoteRef:9]  The operative idea here is; divination with divine guidance.  The diviner, or Seer, is able to interpret symbols or omens that are significators of, and related to each specific god.  The interpretation would indicate a ritual or give information for the person who seeks a way to understand or intervene in events.  In Theurgy, the action was a ritual based on the divination of the Seer who, according to Iamblichus preference, practiced with divine principles.  Kim Beerden, interprets divination as “…human action of production-by means of evocation or observation and recognition- and subsequent interpretation of signs attributed to the supernatural.”[footnoteRef:10]  Divination leading to rituals were a path to raise the soul to the divine.    According to Addey,” …activity, in common with the gods…suggests the attainment of a vision of intelligible reality, since truth co-exists … with the gods.”[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Gregory Shaw, ’Theurgy: Rituals of Unification in the Neoplatonism of Iamblichus’, 1985 p.2]  [10: Kim Beerden, World Full of Signs: Ancient Greek Divination in Context: Leiden, Boston: (Brill, 2013) p.20]  [11: Crystal Addey, ‘Oracles, Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De Mysteries’, in Seeing with Different Eyes, p.229] 

     Regarding divination, Iamblichus started Book 3 with a response to the question; “what happens in predicting the future?” Iamblichus (as Abamon) responds “this is an impossible question to answer as it makes the assumption that foreknowledge can be explained in an intellectual manner.”  He then goes on to say:
The greatest talisman…is this: to know the principles of divination and to know that is activated neither by bodies nor by natural powers...all of its supreme power belongs to the gods and is bestowed by the gods. Divination is accomplished by divine acts and signs, and consists of divine visions and scientific insights. All else is subordinate, instrumental to the gifts of foreknowledge sent down by the gods.  If someone then, straying from the primary causes downgrades the skill of divination to secondary operations…he might believe he says something obvious. …he has wholly erred that he has given an accurate account of divination…There is one correct rule… Never derive divination…from those things that have no foreknowledge of such…but to derive it from the gods…who in themselves possess the limits of all knowledge …from whom the mantic power is distributed throughout the whole cosmos …and especially furnishes the truth which divination needs. [footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, pp.119-120] 

This response contains the essence of Iamblichus’ position on divination.  He approaches this argument by stating that divination is not a philosophical phenomenon. He describes a world beyond the material world where humans live their everyday lives.  It is the realm of the ineffable, or according to Crystal Addey, “the supra-rational…divine and eternal.”[footnoteRef:13]  Divination, in practice, permits us to connect with the world of the divine gods through signs and symbols interpreted by the divinely inspired Seer.  The gods are omniscient and omnipresent.  Divination (mantic power) is everywhere in the cosmos.  A warning is stipulated by Abamon; “truthful divination must be practiced in a way that ensures the divine truth.”[footnoteRef:14]  This point brings us to the crux of the argument regarding divination in On the Mysteries.  Yes, Iamblichus is an advocate of divination.  He is not, however, an advocate of divination that is human art or uninspired. He degrades any method of divination that is not practiced using divine principles.  [13:  Crystal Addey, ‘Oracles Dreams and Astrology in Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis’, in Seeing with Different Eyes: Essays in Astrology and Divination, p.2]  [14:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, p.119-120, Mantic is defined as, of or relating to the faculty of divination, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mantic ] 

     According to Clarke, Dillon and Jackson “It is Iamblichus’ determination to distinguish between worthless magic and divine theurgy that dominates and defines the subject matter of the De Mysteriis.”[footnoteRef:15]  Iamblichus’ influences from cross-cultural philosophies and religions play a strong role in his arguments.[footnoteRef:16]   Astrology, an ancient form of the divination, has an admixture of knowledge from many cultures.  Iamblichus’ is presented with the argument, that the casting of a birth horoscope is a method to know one’s personal daemon (master planet) to whom one can make sacrifices to neutralize fate.[footnoteRef:17]  A horoscope is a calculated picture of the planetary (stars) position at the time of birth.  “For Neo-Platonists, the personal daimon plays a part in the struggle to help the soul ascend to the divine.”[footnoteRef:18]  Here Iamblichus takes issue with the use of a horoscope to find the personal daemon as not following divine principle.  Iamblichus as, Abamon responds: [15:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries: p.xxii]  [16:  Daryn Lehoux, ‘Tomorrow’s News Today: Astrology, Fate and the Way Out’, Representations, 95/1, (University of California Press, 2006), 105-122 (pp.106-107)]  [17:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, p.329]  [18:  Dorian Geisler Greenbaum, The Daimon in Hellenistic Astrology: Origins and Influence, Vol 2 (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2016) p. 9] 

Who would take this figure as a guide to freeing us from fate, if he was given to us only for the purpose of fulfilling the dispensation of fate?  He continues…for irrespective of whether these arts are knowable or ungraspable, nonetheless it is the emanation from the stars that allots our daemon, whether we comprehend this or not; the divine principles of divination can teach us about the stars on the truest principles, and we do not have any need for the “computation of tables” or the art of divination.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, p331] 

The intermingling of knowledge from differing cultures presents itself in Iamblichus’ argument.  Although his roots are in traditional principles of ancient wisdom, he remains empathic to those presenting what he sees as uninspired divination.  He responds:
This situation…is not peculiar to it alone, but is true of all the sciences that have been handed down to us by the gods to men;…in the course of time, through repeated admixture of much that is mortal, the divine character of the knowledge contained in them comes to be extinguished…for the signs of measuring the heavenly circuits are manifest to our eyes…and experience of our sight confirm their prognostication…observation of celestial phenomena preserved down the ages …testify to the truth of this science.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, p.333] 

     Understanding the cultural history of divination over time and place, brings details and nuances to Iamblichus’ perspectives; and informs us in his argument for astrology as divination.   
“Egyptian astronomy was primarily observational in practice and religious in intent: the motion of the stars were the movements of the gods and goddesses so by watching the sky they were observers of a divine drama-and through their rituals, the priests became active participants.[footnoteRef:21]   [21:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Vol 1. The Ancient World, (Bloomsbury Academic U.K. 2015) p.88 ] 

Divination was modified over time.  Even Iamblichus admits the human limits of keeping the purity of ritual and principle of the past intact.   
According to Nicholas Campion, Horoscopic and Theurgic astrology were in practice by the first century BCE.  He goes on to say that both were practical and by no means mutually exclusive.  Theurgy could make use of horoscopes, but did not have to.  Horoscopic astrology gave knowledge of the past present and future.  Theurgists could equally be dismissive of horoscopic astrologer claims to make precise judgements. [footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Vol 1. p.174] 

     Iamblichus’ argument for divination is tightly connected to the purity of the person acting as a prophet, astrologer or other Seer.  Iamblichus believes that the Seer must be pure in practice and divinely inspired to impart the truth in prediction. Purity gives the Seer receptivity to the divine message.
Only the divine mantic prediction, therefore, cojoined with the gods, truly imparts to us a share of the divine life, partaking as it does, in the fore knowledge and intellections of the gods, and renders us, in truth divine. And this genuinely furnishes the good for us…[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, p.347] 

There was an expectation of adherence to divine principles and purity for theurgic priests and practitioners of divination, according to Iamblichus’ arguments.  As with Nick Campions statement about the practice of horoscopic and theurgic astrology; a similar reality in the practice of divination and theurgy is expressed in research by Polymnia Athanassiadi.  According to Athanassiadi:
              Divination by statues and other superficial techniques became commonplace in the practices of theurgy, although they broke with traditional beliefs.  Philosophers nor scholars who claimed decent from Iamblichus “were able to grasp or apply the criterion of holiness set by him anymore than…see that Iamblichus’ hierarchization of the cosmos was but a didactic device.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol 83. (Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies 1993) 115-130 (p. 123)] 


Conclusion and Summary
     Iamblichus’ was Syrian philosopher of outstanding familial heritage: his teachings were fundamental to the establishment of Neoplatonic philosophy.  He was a strong advocate for Theurgy to be practiced with philosophical discipline.  Divination was an integral part of theurgic rituals.   Iamblichus argued that true divination was inspired by the gods; and based on divine principles and ancient wisdom. He was critical of divination that strayed from divine principle.  Accordingly, he argued for traditional practices of divination in astrology; using direct viewing and interpretation of the stars without horoscopes. The exchange of knowledge between various cultures over time, and the subsequent modification of practices such as divination, were a result of this dynamic. Iamblichus, as an advocate for divination, directed his criticisms towards those uninspired prophets and seers, that lacked adherence to divine traditional principles and devotion to purity.  With time, superficial practice of theurgy, divination and astrology became more common.  Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis, is a treatise; that examines theurgy, divination and the practice of ancient rituals in the evolution of philosophy and religion in late antiquity.
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