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Assignment One:  Cosmology, Magic and Divination

Write a critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione
Introduction

Cicero’s text De Divinatione, Books I and II, provide insight into many cultures and their divination behaviour, he provides wide-ranging commentary on the  role that divination plays in personal, social, political and cultural understanding of their world.  His text, interpreted by Dr Bill Thayer and publically available via the Loeb Classical Library, 1923, has been used as the reference.

Cicero travelled extensively throughout his career, allowing him to witness and catalogue the many different ways in which cultures sought to garner the predication of future events.
  In De Divinatione Cicero displays a mastery of the logical deduction, respect and observation of the cultures that he has encountered during the course of his career.  Cicero catalogues the number and variety of Gods that are relevant to many of the different cultures, and his analysis the success or propensity to assign success to various omens, signs and methods of divination.

His journeys through the modern day Middle East, Northern Africa, Mediterranean  and Mesopotamia plateau allowed him to observe many cultures and analyse both their anxiety and willingness to control or forecast future events, noting this particularly human trait grew to various levels of sophistication (development of cults) and legitimacy (rising to become kingly and governmental advisors).
  However, he writes, no single doctrine ruled and each culture, and indeed strata within the communities, exercised different approaches to the same questions.
Conflicts of culture and logic

The cultures that Cicero encountered in his travels sort authority from unseen and distant gods, and that each methodology employed by different cultures was often due to their culture’s natural surroundings.
  Cicero’s academic treatise details the separation of an overseeing God(s), and the ability to gain future knowledge, from the Gods, via divination and what each culture implements to gain their future knowledge.  Cicero states that there was little partitioning between the method of divination used publically to those privately, and as time passed there developed more professions with augur’s used by kings, and soothsayers revealing and interpretation of omens.

In Book I (2.4) he details the two broad categories by which cultures he observed access their Gods.  The first he categorises as ‘Natural’, by which he means scientific, or via a process of deduction (and depending on the culture the deduction may include the entrails of mammals), the entrails are then ‘read”, and omens elucidated, by a specialised class of individuals, called Soothsayers or Augus, who can interpret for the general population, their meaning and often warnings of future events.

Cierco notes that divination has two main methodologies employed to seek the council of the Gods:  the natural process considered an ‘art’, or in modern terminology a science, whereby a process is followed and reasoning is used to divine the outcome and the second methodology was termed Frenzy; where the mind was able to divorce itself from the physical realm and travel to interact with the Gods and return with the information for interpretation.
  Dreams where often part of the Frenzy, and ancient culture Cicero reports placed high importance on the Frenzy rather than the art or natural methodology, as perhaps these interpretation skills became specialised and therefore out of reach of the general population.

Dreams feature prominently in many of the cultures that Cicero examines, and appear to be uniformly thought of as higher access to the Gods and their intentions.  The conundrum that Cicero identifies rest around the communication of individuals with gods and the concept of the art of divination, which requires logic and discipline and the Frenzy or disinhibited access to premonitions created by disengagement of the mind from the present and physical world.

Cicero further explains the concept of Frenzy, as a mechanism of communication with the Gods, which is open to all individuals, thereby freeing interpretation in some part from a specialised individuals, soothsayer and augus.  During the Frenzy, most often via the mechanism of dreams, individuals can directly access the God’s, however the interpretation of the dream, Cicero indentifies, is influenced by the local social and political environment.
  He notes that retrospective mythmaking was conducted to enhance legitimacy and the dream interpretation.
  Importance was placed on Frenzy, as it connected individuals and all could take part.
  
Cicero concludes that dreams are untrustworthy and they may not mean what the individual interprets them to be, and that interpretation is often after the fact or the event has passed, and meaning is conferred.
  His interpretation is that the Gods are everywhere, that they are an ethereal intelligence, with a divine mind.  When individuals are awake and busy, their mind is distracted, however when asleep individuals are able “to be touched” in their dreams and commune with the Gods.
  Cicero comments that some cultures where more organised and that soothsaying had become more of a profession that sat comfortably within certain cultures.  
He notes that Greece relied heavily on the advice of the Pythian and Dodonia oracles.
  And he highlights the legitimacy of the Stoics, as an academic academy, defended almost every sort of divination, and Pythagoras of the Socratic School considered himself an augur, further legitimising divination as a valid methodology for communion with the Gods.

Cicero notes that different cultures developed methodologies, such as searching the entrails of dead mammals, or the flight of birds flight (“Moreover, the Cilicians, Pisidians, and their neighbours, the Pamphylians – nations I once governed – think that the future is declared by the songs of birds and flights of birds, which they regard as infallible signs.” Book I 1.1),  noting regional adoption of forms of divination.  To illustrate his point he provides a cultural tour of the ancient world, where he has carefully catalogues the differing traditions of the cultures he encounters, and how some will base their divination on the constellations, for as he observes they have clear and good access to them.  

He catalogues that the Assyrians made use of the constellations, and that this tradition was passed to the Chapeaus and then onto the Egyptians.  His logical deduction and reasoning, Cicero explains, is that this method gain popularity in this particular region, as these cultures settled in landscapes which enabled them a clear and constant view of the constellations and night sky, and so in turn these cultures adopted and assigned meanings to the positions and movement of the constellations and objects they could view.

Cicero’s foundation argument revolves around that the effect of a phenomenon does not elucidate the cause, and that humans and culture apportion meaning to satisfy their own personal and cultural interpretations of signs/omens/dreams.
  He continues to illustrate his argument with examples of how a ‘sign’ does not demonstrate direct causality to the future events (reference and example):

“Hardly ever do we see such signs desire us and yet we do not see why it is so......we place importance and apply meaning but fail to see our interpretation leads to the outcome...”

Cicero’s views of divination attempts to separate what he has been able to logically deduce (for example the wind is not a sign but rather a phenomena) and that a sign is not a root causative agent, for the cultural acceptance, or perhaps wanted outcome of divination and some future certainly, cannot be elucidated unless the root causative agent is understood.
  Cicero analyses popular or widespread methodologies, that in retrospective cannot be challenged, and that the outcome of events (say a particular outcome of a ruler’s decision, battle) was evident if the omen/dream was correctly interpreted.  He illustrates the flexible nature of the gathering of auspices and how they may have been interpreted and used to self promote or legitimise individual losses, failures and wins.   
He then continues his examination of each method, with illustration of how each method may not be based in truthfulness, but that truthfulness or not lies in the interpretation of the event, rather than the “sign”.
  Cicero recognises, through this analysis, which signs are given magnitude by their human interpreters rather than the phenomena being self evident in its intent and based on experience and general knowledge.
  
Cicero effectively dissects the outcome of interpretation, and that it can have many social and political ramifications, and he notes that when viewed in retrospect that many of the soothsayers have the ability to say that their information was correct, however the incorrect interpretation was received when the message was delivered.  This is no doubt a lifesaving methodology (for the interpreters of God’s will, be they Soothsayers or Augur’s), for when advice is not heeded or events do not go as planned.

Cicero concludes that natural events occur, and he admits that he does not understand why they occur, but he cannot condone his rationale to consider them as signs from the Gods.
  He illustrates his argument a number of times, stating that “fire and effect, though he does not understand fire, he cannot place the future in its flames”.
  Cicero notes that each culture has developed a unique way to place importance on nature and signs, and however his rationale dictates that he cannot endorse or believe or place confidence that any methodology is of predictive value for the future. But a noteworthy observation by Cicero, is his comments that most [populations/cultures] seek illustrations from an event’s history, because it cannot be proven or tested, however it is believed and becomes a truth for that population.

Though Cicero’s rationale and examination of multitude of cultures, and their methods of divination, his demonstrates insight that humans require or need some connection to their Gods, and though the methodologies he has observed do not, in his view serve this purpose, he understands that the population gains a measure of comfort and organisation from divination proceedings.
  His socio-political training and observational skills allows him to understand that all cultures partook in varying methodologies, and they cannot all be correct, but are influenced heavily by their neighbours and their physical and cultural landscape.
 He does not support divination, as he cannot logically apportion importance to either dreams or natural signs.  
Conclusion
Cicero was well travelled and had heightened socio-political observational skills, he had the opportunity to experience many cultures and their religious/divination practices during the course of his career.  Though he understood populations required a communion with their God(s), and that it enabled them to reconcile that they are not in control of their fate, he observed that each population appeared to need some fore warning of their fate.  And thereby deduced that divination provided a mythology and paradigm by which the community could seek information from the God’s.  
Cicero himself, however logically deconstructs the evidence of many forms and concepts of divination.  He states plainly that he cannot support divination, in that it does not deliver the information that individuals are seeking, and that phenomena cannot be considered a sign, as the root cause (of the phenomena) cannot be understood, and that lack of understanding means that the sign cannot be interpreted as a message from the Gods.  
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