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Theurgy is a form of magic that employs symbols to subjugate the will of the gods
and manipulate divine powers. Theurgists believe that certain objects, due to their
symbolic resemblances, possess a connection with the divine, and through their
utilization, one can capture the will and powers of these deities. According to
Proclus, theurgy is a form of knowledge, and despite certain differences, philosophy
and theurgy share common foundations. While philosophy is a knowledge based on
names and ideas, theurgy is a knowledge based on symbols. Proclus synthesizes these
two forms of knowledge by providing a distinct interpretation of the concepts of
causality and resemblance. He argues that all knowledge is founded upon a causal
relationship, and that causality itself is based on the resemblance between cause and
effect. Every cause produces effects that resemble it, and every effect returns to its
cause by virtue of this resemblance; this return of the effect to its cause constitutes
knowledge. The notions of causality and resemblance described by Proclus are
foundational principles of magic, lacking parallels in traditional science or
philosophy. By offering this distinct explanation of causality and resemblance,
Proclus brings philosophy and magic into closer alignment.
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Extended Abstract

Theurgy is a form of magic that uses symbols to subjugate the will of gods and to seize
divine powers. The theurgist believes that certain objects are connected to gods through
symbolic resemblances, and that by using these objects one can capture the will and
powers of those gods. Theurgy was widespread in the Hellenistic era, coinciding with
the rise of Neoplatonism, and some Neoplatonists, including Proclus, were inclined
toward it. According to Proclus, theurgy is a kind of knowledge, and philosophy and
theurgy share a common foundation despite certain differences. This common
toundation is the concept of causality, which itself rests on two principles: similarity
and connection. However, what he conceives of causality—and especially the two
principles of similarity and connection—is very far from causality as commonly
understood in philosophy and modern science, and is in fact influenced by magical
beliefs. Thus, Proclus attempts to ground philosophy and theurgy on shared principles
and to bring them closer together.

According to Proclus, philosophy is rational knowledge, whereas theurgy is
knowledge based on symbols. The philosopher comes to know the higher and divine
causes of beings through reason, while the theurgist does so through symbols. The
relationship between these two kinds of knowledge is explained in the theory of
causality, according to which knowledge and causality are concomitant: every kind of
knowledge is based on a causal relation, and every cause is known through its effect.
The wortld has both rational causes and causes beyond reason, each of which can be
known through their effects. The philosopher knows rational causes, while the theurgist
knows divine causes that transcend reason.

Knowledge is the result of a causal relation, or, in Proclus' terms, knowledge is the
indication or return of the effect toward its cause. Every effect proceeds from its cause
and returns to it in three stages. In the first stage, the effect is latent within the cause;
then, in the second stage, it proceeds from it—that is, it comes into existence; and in
the third stage, it returns to it—that is, it knows it or indicates it. In other words, effects
come into being in the process of emanation from their causes, and in the process of
reversion to their causes, they come to know them. The effects of intellect return toward
their intellectual causes, and the effects of the gods return toward their divine, supra-
rational causes. In the same way, the philosopher and the theurgist, by using these
effects, come to know their respective causes.

Causal connection is based on two principles: connection (syndesis) and similarity
(homoiotes). "Connection" means that the effect, which was initially in the cause,
remains connected to it even after emanation, and it is by virtue of this connection that
it can return to it. The effect—or, more precisely, a part of it—remains in the cause,
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and conversely, a part of the cause is transferred to the effect, thus preserving their
connection. The presence of the effect in the cause is the condition of the effect's
subsistence, and the presence of the cause in the effect is the condition of the effect's
return to it. "Similarity" means that every cause produces an effect similar to itself, and
it is by virtue of this similarity that the effect returns to its cause. Similarity and
connection are related to each other, because the similarity of cause and effect is the
result of their connection and mutual presence in one another.

Rational causes are present in their effects as names and ideas, while divine and
supra-rational causes are present in their effects as symbols and are known through
them. The effect of Intellect possesses an idea and also a true name that corresponds
to its nature and indicates its cause. The effect of the gods lacks a name and idea, but
contains a symbol that is similar and connected to its divine causes and indicates them.
Contrary to modern conceptions, a symbol is not a conventional sign arbitrarily devised
by humans to refer to something; rather, it is independent of our awareness and is a
reality at the core of things, connecting them to their divine causes. On this basis,
Proclus distinguishes two kinds of knowledge. Dialectical knowledge, which is based
on names and ideas, pertains to the realm of Intellect; analogical knowledge, which is
based on symbols, pertains to the divine realms. Philosophy is dialectical knowledge,
and theurgy is analogical knowledge.

In dialectical knowledge, each thing is known through its essence, because the name
and idea of each thing indicate its essence; but in analogical knowledge, each thing is
known through a symbol that is connected and similar to it. The supreme gods, who
transcend the hypostasis of Intellect and the Ideas, are inherently unknowable and
nameless; yet each of them is known through the symbols present in their effects.
Nevertheless, since every form of knowledge is a mode of causal relation and is based
on connection and similarity, there is no fundamental difference between them; in the
final analysis, dialectic can be reduced to analogy. In other words, connection and
similarity are not exclusive to the indication and reversion of symbols; the indication
and reversion of names and ideas to their referents are also based on connection and
similarity. Therefore, philosophy and theurgy, despite certain differences, ultimately
share common foundations.

Similarity and connection, which Proclus places at the heart of causality and at the
center of his philosophy, are among the principal concepts of magic. According to
anthropologists, the main forms of magic are largely based on the two principles of
similarity and contiguity, which are very close to similarity and connection in Proclus'
philosophy. According to these two principles, things that resemble one another or
were once contiguous with one another affect each other regardless of temporal or
spatial distance. For example, a person's image, by virtue of its resemblance to its
subject, is connected to him, and any harm done to the image will also affect the person.
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Likewise, a person's hair or nails, because they were once part of and thus contiguous
with the body, remain connected to him, and any harm done to them will harm their
owner as well.

In effect, this kind of magical connection between similar things or things once
contiguous with one another functions as an analogue and alternative to the principle
of causality in science and philosophy. But it is evident that such a conception of
causality is contrary to modern scientific and philosophical notions. Today, we believe
that similarity or contiguity is not a necessary condition for a causal relation, neither in
the genesis of things nor in the knowledge of them. According to modern conceptions,
cause and effect are congruent—that is, every cause has a determinate effect—but they
are not necessarily similar to one another. For instance, an electric current, which is the
cause of a lamp's illumination, is not similar to it. Nor does a microbe that causes a
disease resemble the symptoms of that disease. Moreover, causal influence does not
require the proximity or contiguity of cause and effect; it can act from a distance—for
example, the gravitational force of the moon and sun causes ocean tides from thousands
of kilometers away. Conversely, one does not discover the cause of things through their
similarity or contiguity to the effect; discovering a causal relation requires far more
complex analysis. Consequently, it appears that Proclus, by explaining the principle of
causality in terms of similarity and connection (contiguity), attempts to synthesize

philosophy and magic.
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