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


The aim of this essay is to critically evaluate Iamblichus’ views on divination in De Mysteriis,
 which he presents in response to a series of questions posed by Porphyry in his Letter to Anebo. Firstly, I will examine Iamblichus within the historical time period in which he lived, and I will identify certain ambiguities in the academic literature regarding aspects of his biographical information. I will then discuss De Mysteriis with regards to the literary genres to which it belongs, and I will examine how these genres potentially impart a certain intended functionality to his work. Next, I will explore contrasting opinions concerning Iamblichus’ relationship with Porphyry, and I will also assess how varying perspectives on their relationship can create ambiguity in the perception of Iamblichus’ words. I will then proceed to explore Iamblichus’ views on dream divination and will present an overview of his perspectives regarding inspired and inductive divination in relation to genuine foreknowledge. Lastly, I will assess common themes in Iamblichus’ views on divination, and I will evaluate his arguments for divination in terms of cohesiveness and persuasiveness.

The Life of Iamblichus


Clarke writes that Iamblichus was born in Syria around 240 C.E.,
 to an eminent family during a time of tremendous political upheaval.
 However, debate does exist as to the exact date of his birth, which was initially believed to be much later around c. 265 C.E,
 and which Cameron deduced to be between 245-250 C.E.
 As Clarke suggests in the introduction to De Mysteriis, an earlier birthdate positions Iamblichus very close to Porphyry in age, and this closeness in age could have contributed to ‘the rather uneasy, pupil-teacher relationship’ she believes them to have had.
 This assertion of a difficult relationship between Iamblichus and Porphyry is a topic I will discuss in more detail later in this essay. As Clarke also recounts, Iamblichus’ writing style has received criticism for lacking a certain amount of eloquence and grace,
 and Struck similarly criticises Iamblichus’ style of writing as ‘tired prose.’
 Regardless of these criticisms, Iamblichus’ clarity of thought and passion for theurgy comes across in a pronounced way throughout the entirety of his work. 


According to Clarke, De Mysteriis was written between the years of 280 C.E. and 305 C.E., shortly before Christianity took over as the dominant religion, and the text was used by the emperor Julian in an attempt to re-establish the supremacy of paganism, which ultimately proved unsuccessful.
 There is also evidence that De Mysteriis was partly written to repudiate the influence of Christian ideas, though this is not explicitly stated by Iamblichus.
 Iamblichus did not attribute the work to his own authorship, but instead wrote the text under the pseudonym ‘Abamom,’ an Egyptian prophet.
 This practice of assuming a pseudonym was relatively prevalent throughout Antiquity, as was the tradition of attributing works to divine authorship, such as Hermes and Pythagoras.
 Additionally, Addey states: ‘Iamblichus places his work under the divine patronage of Hermes,’
 which positions Iamblichus as a receptive vessel for Hermes’ divine influence. As I will show later in the essay, Iamblichus consistently stresses the pre-eminence of the gods and attributes all acts of inspiration to their authority and will.

The Literary Genres of De Mysteriis

Iamblichus did not title his work De Mysteriis, but instead titled it the much lengthier: The Response of the Master Abamom to Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo, with Solutions to the Problems Raised Therein.
 Interestingly, the original title contains a direct reference to the literary genre of ‘Problems and Solutions,’ a genre which scholars generally recognise the work as belonging to.
 Within the ‘Problems and Solutions’ genre, a variety of questions would be advanced and subsequently addressed with a reply of proposed solutions.
 As can be seen in Iamblichus’ work, he systematically addresses Porphyry’s questions with great precision, frequently clarifying statements that he believes signify confusion, and in doing so also offers clear instructions in the matters debated within. As Addey argues, this detailed elucidation of numerous aspects of theurgy and divination in Iamblichus’ replies to Porphyry, positions De Mysteriis as an educational text with additional initiatory objectives.
 Addey states:


An initial comparison of Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis and Porphyry’s Letter to 
Anebo…suggests that both have a structure based on a system of graded stages of 
education and initiation; this system in turn is based on the view that the initiate 
must cultivate the appropriate stages of receptivity in order to attain divine insight 
and assimilation.


In the portion of this statement regarding the initiatory functions of De Mysteriis, Addey highlights that the theurgic initiate plays a role in the process of theurgic ascent through their personal efforts at fostering receptivity to divine influence. Before evaluating this point further, I would first like to explore the term ‘theurgy.’ Clarke defines theurgy as: ‘religious ritual demonstrating supernatural power…the extraordinary miracle of the soul’s conversion back to its divine cause,’
 which includes the important element of ritual practice and describes the ultimate theurgic goal of uniting the soul with the gods. When examining the etymology of the word theurgy, the following ambiguity is revealed: 


The word theurgy is composed of two Greek terms: theos (god) and ergon (work), 
but it remains a subject of debate whether ‘theurgy’ should mean ‘the work of the 
gods’ or ‘working on the gods.’


The former interpretation of ‘work of the gods’ positions theurgy solely as originating from divine will, whereas the latter interpretation of ‘working on the gods,’ seems to impart some importance to human activities and contributions. When examining Iamblichus’ views on theurgy, it can be argued that the same seeming contradiction emerges. For example, Iamblichus states repeatedly throughout the text that divination should be solely considered the work of the gods and places the human diviner merely as a receptive vessel for the gods’ work. However, Iamblichus also specifies that human contribution is needed in the form of preparatory practices and rituals, and this acknowledgement seems to attribute some importance to human participation in the process of divination and theurgic ritual, as also described in the above quote from Addey. However, as I will show later, Iamblichus does remain consistent in his assertion of the supremacy of the gods and repeatedly dismisses the idea that human activities can impact divine will.

In addition to the genre of ‘Problems and Solutions,’ De Mysteriis has also been described as belonging to the general tradition of ‘Platonic dialogue,’ a format to which the ‘Problems and Solutions’ genre appears to be closely related.
 As Addey suggests, this dialogic format also mimics the very nature of oracular consultation, during which the oracular priestess or priest is consulted with a personal or collective problem and provides the querent with a solution in response.
 Regarding De Mysteriis and Letter to Anebo, Addey offers support for the notion that both authors functioned within the Platonic dialogic tradition, for example by highlighting that Iamblichus taught his students by responding to questions that they posed to him, and additionally that Porphyry described his teacher Plotinus as using question and answer dialogue in his style of teaching.
 This intentional use of a question and answer dialogic format raises interesting ambiguities as to the nature of the exchange between Iamblichus and Porphyry, and this is an issue I will examine in more detail in the next section.

The Relationship Between Iamblichus and Porphyry


As previously mentioned, there is considerable debate concerning the supposed hostility between Iamblichus and Porphyry, a view that Clarke advances in her introduction to De Mysteriis.
 In support of this perspective, Digeser also describes the dialogue between Iamblichus and Porphyry as a ‘heated exchange’ and positions the two philosophers as fundamentally split in their views regarding ritual and its relationship to philosophical pursuit.
 Additionally, Dillon states that De Mysteriis was ‘the second half of a polemical exchange initiated by Iamblichus’ former teacher Porphyry, in protest against Iamblichus’ growing tendency to privilege ‘theurgy’…over ‘philosophy proper,’ echoing Digeser’s statement regarding a split between the two philosophers’ perspectives.
 Dillon also describes Iamblichus’ tone in De Mysteriis as a ‘constant putting down of Porphyry,’ however, he proceeds to state that the exchange ‘exhibits…a degree of wit,’
 alluding to a humorous tone in Iamblichus’ writing. Likewise, Athanassiadi describes Iamblichus as having a ‘considerable sense of humour,’
 which I would like to argue calls into question the commonly held interpretation of his tone as exclusively aggressive. This recognition of a witty undertone in Iamblichus’ replies to Porphyry could be taken to imply a degree of playfulness in the exchange, which runs counter to a rigid view of their exchange as purely hostile. For example, in the opening paragraph of Book III, Iamblichus tells Porphyry: ‘what you are trying to learn is quite impossible,’
 which is difficult to judge as hostile without knowing the tone in which it was meant. Additionally, Iamblichus calls Porphyry ‘troubled,’ for his incorrect understanding of the true nature of genuine divinatory dreams,
 and amongst many other amusing statements, he closes Book III with what could be interpreted as a comedic rant.
 I would like to argue that whether Iamblichus’ statements can be seen as exclusively hostile or as reflecting his sense of humour is open to interpretation. 


Moving on to examine contrasting views on the nature of their relationship, Addey argues that the philosophers’ relationship was not one of hostility but instead positions their dialogue as ‘a constructive, philosophical inquiry.’
 Rather than assuming a tense and oppositional relationship between Iamblichus and Porphyry, Addey suggests that the exchange between Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo and Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis was intentionally structured in a Platonic dialogic format, in order for Porphyry to elicit written details of theurgic practice and divination from his student Iamblichus.
 Addey states:

Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo may have been a deliberate attempt to establish a 
form of ‘Platonic dialogue’ on religious phenomena…Porphyry knew the answers 
to his questions, but acts as a philosophical teacher to ‘draw out’ the philosophical 
explanations from his pupil and fellow-philosopher…the interaction between 
Porphyry and Iamblichus can be seen in a far more positive light, as a genuine 
philosophical exchange of ideas between ‘master’ and ‘pupil,’ or between fellow 
philosophers.


Addey argues that Porphyry intentionally adopted the role of antagonist in order for Iamblichus to refute him, and by doing so, provided Iamblichus with the opportunity to elucidate useful explanations of both theurgic ritual and divination. This argument acknowledges a potential opposition present within the text, yet still preserves the feasibility of a more amicable relationship between the two philosophers. I would like to argue that this perspective also implies a level of purposefulness, forethought, and role playing between the two philosophers and suggests they collaborated intentionally towards a common end.

Iamblichus and Categories of Divination|


In the opening of Book III, Iamblichus addresses Porphyry’s request to understand ‘what happens in predicting the future,’
 and this begins his detailed exposition on various forms of divination and his proclamations regarding their validity in producing genuine foreknowledge. Iamblichus offers a classification that separates different types of divination into the groupings of ‘inspired’ and ‘inductive’ divination,
 which corresponds to divination produced by the gods and divination produced by human means respectively. In the latter group, Iamblichus places practices such as the use of ‘entrails, birds, and stars,’
 which he declares ‘artificial’ forms of divination,
 and states that they only occasionally arrive at truth ‘sometimes and accidentally.’
 Iamblichus distinctly values inspired divination over inductive divination
 and strongly upholds his view of inspired divination as the only valid and reliable form of foreknowledge.
 In contrast to inductive forms of divination, Iamblichus categorizes dream divination and oracular consultation as inspired, and insists that inspired divination ‘belongs to the gods, and is bestowed by the gods.’
 Shaw states: ‘Iamblichus wanted to stress the difference between theurgic rituals, whether divination or sacrifice, and merely human rituals based on natural sympathies,’
 and I would like to argue that Iamblichus clearly discerns the differences with great precision, by using numerous, coherent examples to support his views throughout the text. Having described Iamblichus’ categories of inspired and inductive divination, I will now proceed to examine the examples he uses to support his views on dream divination specifically.

Iamblichus’ Views on Dream Divination


Turning now to consider Iamblichus’ writings on dream divination, Iamblichus recounts Porphyry’s question concerning divination in dreams as follows:


When asleep, we often encounter, by means of dreams, things in the future; 
although we are no longer in an agitated ecstasy (for the body remains at rest), we 
certainly are no longer conscious of things as when in a wakeful state.


In this question, Porphyry suggests that dream divination occurs during a stage of sleep where the dreamer is fully unconscious.
 However, Iamblichus refutes this notion, and instead categorises dreams encountered during sleep as mere ‘human dreams’
 that simply reflect the personal ‘thoughts,’ ‘fantasies’ and ‘everyday concerns’
 of common human existence. Iamblichus states that these types of dreams cannot be considered true divination, even though he does acknowledge that human dreams may sometimes reveal ‘some foreknowledge of the future.’
 Iamblichus argues that genuine dream divination actually occurs during a state of consciousness in between wakefulness and sleep, or when awake.
 As Giglioni interprets: ‘True dreams…were waking dreams understood as heightened states of perception and outbursts of mental concentration induced by divine revelations.’
 This notion of genuine dream divination occurring during the ‘waking’ state or during the liminal state between full wakefulness and sleep, and the assertion that the gods are responsible for this experience, is a point that Iamblichus argues convincingly with evocative examples that clearly distinguish between the two. For example, to establish the supremacy of divine dreams, Iamblichus recounts in fascinating detail the true marker of genuine dream inspiration, and describes a ‘whooshing sound’ heard when the gods approach, and a visual apprehension of a ‘light’ shining ‘brightly and peacefully,’ during a genuine inspired encounter.
 I would like to suggest that Iamblichus presents a persuasive distinction between the human and the divinely inspired dream states, by providing examples that powerfully convey the extraordinary quality, feel, mind-state, and impact of divine dreams altogether. 

Iamblichus’ Arguments for Divination


Turning now to explore an overview of Iamblichus’ arguments for divination, I would like to argue that he maintains a clear perspective regarding all forms of divination throughout the entirety of his response to Porphyry. As mentioned, he firmly believes that there are instances of genuine divination inspired and sent directly by the gods and examples of inferior or false divination, accomplished by human means. In addition to his detailed writing on dream divination, Iamblichus provides numerous examples of other forms of genuine divination, for example by describing the practices of oracular divination and detailing the extensive preparations each priestess or priest undertakes in order to channel divine foreknowledge.
 He also enumerates ‘the characteristic signs of those who are truly possessed by the gods,’
 and describes how those possessed do not use their own personal knowledge, are not self-motivated, are not driven by their senses, and have no consciousness of what they are doing during possession, to the extent that they can be burned, stabbed, or beaten without any awareness of physical pain.
 Iamblichus’ argument for the non-human nature and quality of divine possession is compelling and well supported by numerous, accordant examples. He also makes very precise distinctions between divinatory practices that look similar on the surface but have very different motivations underneath, and he advances the logically consistent argument that they are not of the same quality and should not be equated with one another. For example, when Iamblichus responds to Porphyry’s question regarding ‘those who stand on (magical) characters,’
 he clarifies that the practice can be done authentically, with a genuine connection to divinity, or that it can be ‘put to bad use,’
 by practitioners merely mimicking the physical practice without making the sacred preparations necessary for genuine inspiration.
 Iamblichus categorizes this misuse of religious ritual for egocentric ends as magic or sorcery as opposed to theurgy, the latter of which is in full service of and subordination to the gods.


Iamblichus also strongly dismisses the notion that humans can influence the gods, and instead states that the preparatory practices engaged in by the practitioner are enacted in order to allow them to ascend to the gods, rather than to coerce the gods according to their human will,
 reconciling the previously mentioned ambiguity in his writing. Iamblichus stresses that: ‘all foreknowledge and execution of eternal works are divine works,’
 and states: 


The divine work is neither accidental…nor is it produced by a human cause…and 
that which is more perfect has no ability to be produced by that which is 
imperfect.

 
In this passage, Iamblichus’ argument for the inferiority of the human position and the primacy of the gods is once again coherently upheld. Iamblichus remains consistent in his opinion that all genuine foreknowledge is divine in origin, even though he does acknowledge the human preparation needed to create an appropriate receptacle for divine inspiration. This overview has shown that Iamblichus argued persuasively for divination, by using logically consistent examples throughout the text to support his views and by remaining firm and consistent in his arguments for the pre-eminence of the gods in genuine divinatory practices.

Conclusion


The purpose of this essay was to evaluate Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in his work, De Mysteriis. I briefly examined his personal history, including debates regarding the exact date of his birth, his choice of a pseudonym, and critiques of his writing style, in order to place him and his work in a broader context. I then proceeded to explore the literary genres of De Mysteriis, and I discussed the work in relation to the genres of ‘Problems and Solutions,’ and ‘Platonic dialogue,’ providing evidence to support the work as belonging to the two. Next, I evaluated contrasting opinions regarding Iamblichus’ relationship with Porphyry, and I examined arguments that alleged a hostile relationship between the two philosophers. I also presented Addey’s argument that posits a more amicable relationship between them, by suggesting that Porphyry intentionally adopted an oppositional viewpoint in order to provide Iamblichus with an opportunity to refute him in written detail. I interpreted this argument to imply that the philosophers had a common goal in mind and a collaborative attitude rather than an argumentative one. I also discussed a potential wittiness in the work and suggested this could also cast doubt on their relationship as purely hostile. I then proceeded to explore Iamblichus’ views on divination, and I discussed his categorization of divination into two groups: inspired and inductive, based on whether divination is accomplished by divine means or by human means respectively. I examined Iamblichus’ response to Porphyry’s question regarding dream divination, and I discussed his clear discernment of human dreams from divine dreams. I also argued that Iamblichus made a persuasive and cohesive argument for divination, by remaining logically consistent with his arguments throughout De Mysteriis, by providing numerous, detailed examples to support his classification of various practices as genuine divination or artificial human approximations and by completely upholding the supremacy of the gods throughout his work. 
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