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A Critical Review of Cicero's Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione
words: 2274

Introduction and background
This essay aims to give a critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione. Marcus Tullius Cicero was a lecturer, orator, philosopher, politician, and augur at the end of the Roman Republic; he was born on 3 January 106 BCE and murdered on 7 December 43 BCE at Formia.[footnoteRef:1] In his life, he wrote prolifically, including books of his orations, philosophical treatises, and letters. The book De Divinatione was written in Latin around 45 BCE to supplement his work De Natura Deorum (On the Nature of the Gods). De Divinatione is a philosophical dialogue about divination between Marcus Cicero and his brother Quintus Cicero, which was influenced by Plato. As scholar Vittorio Hösle claimed, ‘Cicero was Platonis aemulus’[footnoteRef:2] because he presented dialogues within the Platonic models in his book. Meanwhile, Cicero heaps examples on examples without much logical sense and creates confusion with inconsistent opinions due to the different sources he paraphrases[footnoteRef:3]. In book one of De Divinatione, the key theme is Quintus arguing for divination. In book two of De Divinatione, the key topic is Marcus arguing against divination, which includes several means of divination, such as entrails, birds, portents, oracles, horoscopes, and dreams.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Plutarch，Biography of Roman celebrities, book IV, tran. Chinese version, (Jilin: Jilin Publication, 2017),p.268 ]  [2:  Vittorio Hösle, Cicero's Plato, Wiener Studien, Vol. 121 (Wiener: Austrian Academy of Sciences Press
,2008), p. 145]  [3:  Vittorio Hösle, Cicero's Plato, Wiener Studien, Vol. 121 (Wiener: Austrian Academy of Sciences Press
,2008), p. 147]  [4:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. I.v.9, II.v.13. 1923.] 

Based on the structure of the dialogue between Cicero and his brother Quintus, the purpose of De Divinatione is to promote Cicero’s advice on political strategy.[footnoteRef:5] Cicero’s objections and scepticism of divination reflect that divination, especially astrology, is the central decision-making tool in the Ancient Roman state. He gave his critical review on the principle of astrology, noting how an astrologer can read personal horoscopes and predict the future in the movement of stars. Cicero’s criticism of divination is based on his political position, which influenced the political state of astrologers in Rome. ’Astrologers were therefore expelled en masse when pretenders used astrology to unsettle the populace.’[footnoteRef:6] For instance, the Augustan decree of 11 CE banned the consultation of seers and there were further decrees against magicians and astrologers in 16 and 17 CE.[footnoteRef:7]This essay will provide a critical review of Cicero’s arguments against the nature and validation of astrology and other means of divination.  [5:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Wester Astrology, Volume I (London: Bloomsbury, 2008),]  [6:  Pauline Ripat, Expelling Misconceptions: Astrologers At Rome, Classical Philology, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2011), pp. 115]  [7:  Pauline Ripat, Expelling Misconceptions: Astrologers At Rome, Classical Philology, pp. 115 ] 

Astrology is both artificial and natural divination  
In the book De Divinatione, Cicero defines divination as ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’[footnoteRef:8]. He considers astrology as a branch of divination according to that definition. The methods of divination are various. Whether by interpreting omens, dreams, entrails, or birds, the purpose of divination is to predict the future and answer enquiries to find a solution in a critical situation. Cicero divided the practice of getting the answer from divination into two categories.[footnoteRef:9] The first category is called ‘artificial’ or ‘by art’ divination, which requires interpretation by people, such as entrail divination and astrology. The second category of divination is defined as ‘natural’ divination, which proceeds from human nature unmediated by external influence, such as dreams. Cicero consulted the oracle at Delphi, which was also considered natural divination. [footnoteRef:10] [8:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I.v.9, II.v.13.]  [9:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II.v.11]  [10:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II.v.70] 


Regarding to the principle and concept of astrology, it is doubtful that astrology should be included in the artificial divination category. According to the definition of astrology by Alan Leo, ‘astrology is a science that defines the actions of celestial bodies upon human character and its expression in the physical world.’ [footnoteRef:11]The objective part of astrology was considered, because it demonstrates the actions of celestial bodies. The nature of celestial bodies, from which people get the hidden or secret side of the divine science, is not artificial and cannot be influenced by the external component.  [11:  Alan Leo, The Complete Dictionary of Astrology, ed. Vivian E. Robson (New York: Astrologer’s Library, 1983), p.8 ] 


In this sense, astrology should be included in the natural divination category. For example, in Claudius Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, written in the 2nd century, Mars is defined as a planet with a hot and dry nature, which would bring fevers and wars to people.[footnoteRef:12] The influence of Mars is determined by its nature. Meanwhile, Mars is defined as malefic planet, which means it causes evil.[footnoteRef:13] The reason why Mars was recognized as a malefic planet in Tetrabiblos, which is the foundation of astrology, is because its nature of dryness is not suitable for living or growth. However, astrology is also artificial and subjective because it is interpreted by an astrologer, who will add their personal interpretation to the determination of Mars through their own perspective.  [12:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. from Greek by F.E. Robbins (London: Harvard University Press, 1940), Book One, p.14]  [13:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. from Greek by F.E. Robbins (London: Harvard University Press, 1940), Book One, p.14] 


Scholar Patrick Curry argued, ‘Astrology is the practice of relating the heavenly bodies to lives and events on earth, and the tradition that has thus been generated.’[footnoteRef:14] It links the human being’s practice and tradition with the objective motion of celestial bodies. Astrology is defined as a tradition of processing by human beings. For instance, the knowledge and recognition of the astrologer will influence the malefic or benefic nature of planets, as well as the feminine and masculine nature of planets, and so on. To sum up, the nature of astrology combines both objective motions of celestial bodies, and subjective perspective of astrologer who make a dialogue with planetary gods as a medium. Cicero’s idea to put astrology into the artificial category is biased and not includes the objective principle of planetary motions.  [14:  Patrick Curry, The Encyclopaedia of Historians and Historical Writing, 2 Vols. (London: Fitzroy Dearborn 1999, Vol. 1), p. 55] 


Does astrology lead to the inevitable fatalism divination ?
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]In the book two of De Divinatione, Cicero attacked astrology based on his misunderstanding of astrology. He argued that people born at the same time may have different natures, but have no difference in their horoscopes[footnoteRef:15].​This conclusion is by no means agreeable to the astrologers. Also, Cicero mentions that the characteristics of a child should be different due to the natural power of heredity, rather than the phases of the moon and by the condition of the sky. [footnoteRef:16]His critical view of astrology lacks basic astrological knowledge that the horoscope needs both accurate information of birth time and place, which requires the latitude and longitude of place. If the birthplace is different, then the horoscope at the same time will be different. Then, the interpretation or prediction of the horoscope would be different if the birthplace is different. Regarding the characteristics of child, it is a common sense among astrologers that the characteristics of child cannot be decided by a horoscope. Claudius Ptolemy gave his answer about the seed moment in Tetrabiblos. He explained why the birth time is so important and also why the influence of family would be an important component of child’s character.[footnoteRef:17] Also, an astrologer cannot find out whether the owner of a chart is female or male through their horoscope.[footnoteRef:18] In modern astrologer Alan Leo’s view, people should live outside the frame of natal chart. He argued, ‘A strong character can overcome the limitations of the chart. Focusing on the individual (spirit) rather than the personality allows people to rule their stars and achieve self-realization.’[footnoteRef:19] As astrology develops, a person’s free will is considered more rather than resigning to fatalism. If the character is changeable, then the foretelling of events by astrology is also changeable. It would mean that astrology has less and less function for divination.  [15:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II.v.44.]  [16:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II.v.43.]  [17:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. from Greek by F.E. Robbins (London: Harvard University Press, 1940), Book III, p.75]  [18:  Claudius Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, Book III, p.77]  [19:  Alan Leo, Astrology for all,（New York: Cosimo, 2006）, p.318 ] 

Regarding the issue of fate, Cicero’s belief was that fate was the inescapable unwinding of a cable. Based on his view of fate, he attacked astrological interpretation, claiming it is based on an unreasonable horoscope that does not consider the environment and family background. The symbolic horoscope is a kind of divination, which Patrick Curry named katarchic astrology. He claimed that ‘ katarchic astrology connoted not only “beginning” but to make a beginning; and the presence of a human desire, expressed in an initiative, entailed not a detached reading of the will of the gods as expressed through the stars but participation in a dialogue with them.’[footnoteRef:20] However, in the Mesopotamian and Egyptian belief, one’s fate is not fixed, but can be negotiated.[footnoteRef:21] For instance, a famous example of altering one’s fate was in the ‘Tale of the Doomed Prince’[footnoteRef:22], in which the character avoids an attack by a snake and a crocodile. Patrick claims that, astrology has a divinatory dimension, because it can create a dialogue with gods through reading the symbolic horoscope.[footnoteRef:23] In Hellenistic astrology, the idea of fate does not bind the inevitability of destiny in chains of determinism, which is inherited from the Mesopotamian and Egyptian ideas of divination and prediction.[footnoteRef:24] According to the psychological astrology idea, the people’s collective unconsciousness projects the archetype of planets, which is based on the gods in Greek mysteries. The symbolic planet is also a kind of omen, a tool of natural divination. The dialogue between astrologer and symbolic horoscope is changeable. No matter the free will of owner of horoscope can be developed, or the subjective perspective of astrologer according to the dialogue with planetary gods is optional, the result of astrological prediction should not be inevitable, determined fatalism as a fixed destiny. When Cicero questioned how twins could have the same horoscope but live out totally different lives and doubted whether the Romans who fell at Cannae had the same horoscope, he put the horoscope as the determinate cause in the chain of destiny inappropriately. Astrology does not lead to the inevitable fatalism divination.  [20:  Roy will and Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science and culture, (New York: Berg, 2004), p.59 ]  [21:  Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum, The Daimonin Hellenistic Astrology: Origins and Influences, (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2015), p.110]  [22:  Posener, G. On the Tale of the Doomed Prince, Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, (Sage Publications,1953), p.107]  [23:  Roy will and Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science and culture, (New York: Berg, 2004), p.63]  [24:  Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum, The Daimonin Hellenistic Astrology, p112] 

Considerations on Cicero’s political background and his against on other divinations
In the history, the Greeks and Romans have a long tradition of reliance on divination in all aspects of political and social life. Scholar Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum claimed, ‘The various rites of divination, taken together, constituted a rational and coherent, as well as a socially useful, system of knowledge and belief for the Greeks.’[footnoteRef:25] Not only for the general public, but also for the elite generals and even Alexander the Great, who were superstitious and believed in divination by seers.[footnoteRef:26] The seers of divination had a unique authority, because the results of divination could help heads of government or armies make decisions and arbitrate disputes. To defend democracy and constitutional values, Cicero believed that divination should be controlled by the state and support the democratic system, rather than be controlled by the seer, which would destabilize the influence of government.[footnoteRef:27] Cicero’s political background and limitation make him give this conclusion of astrology as a mean of fatalism divination. Cicero gave his opinion against the validity of divination, not only astrology, but also bird omens, thunder, and so on, because he found there was no universal system of interpreting artificial divination by the seers.[footnoteRef:28] Actually, this kind of divination was recognized by Carl Jung as synchronicity. In Jung’s theory, the concept of synchronicity is ‘to describe circumstances that appear meaningfully related yet lack a causal connection’[footnoteRef:29]. The bird omens or thunder can be explained by the synchronicity, which does not have a unified principle and no causal chain of signs or events as well. Similarly, the principle of reading dreams by seers is not unified. Cicero claimed that ‘There is to my knowledge no nation, no matter how cultivated and learned or rude and barbaric, that does not believe that future events are discernible and that they can be understood and predicted by certain people.[footnoteRef:30]’ He was blinded by his political purpose and his attack in De Divinatione made a critical bias on the validity of omens and astrology in the history.  [25:  Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum, The Daimonin Hellenistic Astrology, p105]  [26:  Pauline Ripat, Expelling Misconceptions: Astrologers At Rome, Classical Philology, pp. 119]  [27:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Wester Astrology, Volume I (London: Bloomsbury, 2008), p199]  [28:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II.v.15.18.28.33.35]  [29:  C.G. Jung, Jung on the synchronicity and the Paranormal, Princeton, ed. by Roderick Main, (N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997), p.79.]  [30:  Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum, The Daimonin Hellenistic Astrology, p105] 

Conclusion 
Divination is defined by Cicero as ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’. Astrology, as a means of divination, combing both artificial and natural character, because it needs an astrologer to give subjective interpretation to the objective celestial motions on one’s horoscope. The process of interpretation also involves dialogue with planetary divinities, which developed to be archetypes of planets in Jung’s theory in the modern world. The horoscope in astrology does not lead to a determinist interpretation, but rather is influenced by family environment, gender, personal free will and influence of astrologer. Cicero’s attack on the validity of different means of divination included his personal bias，which was motivated by his political purpose.  
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