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John Ockels - HPCA7027 – Essay One

Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments Against Divination in De Divinatione

This essay critically reviews the arguments of Marcus Tullius Cicero (against divination appearing in his book De Divinatione. 
This is one of Cicero’s longer philosophic works, written in 45-44 BC, towards the end of his life (born 106 BC; killed as a proscribed person 43 BC). It is the middle work of a set of three books: De Natura Deorum (On the Nature of the Gods) written in 45 BC; De Divinatione (On Divination); and Fato (On Fate) written in 44 BC and now only partially extant. In De Divinatione, Cicero writes that when he completes these three volumes, ‘this particular branch of philosophy will be sufficiently discussed’ [De. Div. Book II – 3]. 

Cicero’s philosophic writings were undertaken, during a time when he was prevented from continuing to participate in politics following the assassination of Julius Caesar, as a self-imposed project of making the complete corpus of Greek philosophy available in the Latin tongue. This effort was undertaken in hopes of providing guidance to those few youths who might read them and eventually come to better serve the state [De. Div. II – 4].

De Divinatione appeared as two books, written about a year part, structured as an imaginary dialogue on the subject of divination between Marcus Cicero and his younger brother, Quintus (born 102 BC; also killed as a proscribed person 43 BC). Both had served in the highest ranks of Roman government. 

Book I is mostly a monologue by Quintus in which the writer, Marcus, has his brother express and defend the overall position taken on divination by the Stoics. In Book II, Marcus speaks as a critic of the positions taken by Quintus. 

The intellectual context of this discussion is that of the epoch of the “New Academy”, a period of time in which Plato’s Academy in Greece had been sceptical of the possibility of finally arriving at truth in any matter. M. Cicero uses the discussion processes of the New Academy in his philosophic writings. 

He (M. Cicero) identifies himself as a follower of the so-called “New Academy,” a label that refers to the skeptical phase of Plato’s Academy, from 273 to circa 80 BCE, beginning with the headship of Arcesilaus and finally ending with the epistemological compromises of Philo of Larissa, whom Cicero as a young man had heard in Rome. Thus, in 44 BCE he was adhering to a philosophical outlook that had been out of fashion for perhaps as long as forty years. [DeFilippo, p. 313]
The purpose of the dialogue between Quintus and Marcus is to advance knowledge of the subject of divination, not to reach any final resolution in their understanding. Since certainty on any topic is unattainable, Book II ends with Marcus saying to his brother and readers

… [I]t is characteristic of the Academy to put forward no conclusions of its own, but to approve those which seem to approach nearest to the truth; to compare arguments; to draw forth all that may be said in behalf of any opinion; and, without asserting any authority of its own, to leave the judgement of the inquirer wholly free [De. Div. II – 150].
Although Marcus’ argument against divination appears primarily in Book II, Quintus provides the target in Book 1. 

Marcus sets the stage for the discussion by reviewing the ubiquity of divination among all known times and peoples, using many modes of seeking knowledge of the future. But there remain doubters. ‘Accordingly, since I, too, am in doubt as to the proper judgement to be rendered in regard to divination … I have determined carefully and persistently to compare argument with argument just as I did in my three books On the Nature of the Gods’ [De. Div. I – 4].  

Quintus begins by stating that, in his view, ‘if the kinds of divination which we have inherited from our forefathers and now practice are trustworthy, then there are gods and, conversely, if there are gods then there are men who have the power of divination’ [De. Div. I – 9]. Marcus immediately congratulates his brother for taking the exact position of the Stoics, and then casually delinks the two: nature, rather than the gods, may give signs of future events; likewise, there may be gods who have simply not given the power of divination to men [De. Div, I – 10].

Quintus provides a structure for discussing the topic by distinguishing between divination that depends on art (prophecies and interpretations of soothsayers, augurs, astrologers, and similar) and that which depends on nature (the forewarnings of dreams or frenzy) [De. Div. I – 12]. This structure is used throughout Books I and II. 

Quintus acknowledges that, like followers of all arts, soothsayers, augurs, and others make errors in their evaluation of the media being queried. Not all livers being examined are unambiguous, for example, and the actions of birds are not always clear. Moreover, from time to time, the practitioners, being human, may disagree with each other and sometimes be reluctant to deliver bad readings to their principals. Nevertheless, divination has persisted through time. 

Toward the end of Book I, Quintus comments that the great Stoic Posidonius traced divination to three sources: God, Fate, and Nature. 

One way of receiving information about the gods’ plans and our relation to them is through the fact of interlocking souls. There is, in effect, one connected soul with access to all common experiences, past, present, and future. As Quintus explains the reasoning of Posidonius:

The human soul is in some degree derived and drawn from a source exterior to itself. Hence we understand that outside the human soul there is a divine soul from which the human soul is sprung. Moreover, that portion of the human soul which is endowed with sensation, motion, and carnal desire is inseparable from bodily influence; while that portion which thinks and reasons is most vigorous when it is most distant from the body [De. Div. I -70].
Quintus’ definition of Fate is that of a completely determined universe: 

Reason compels us to admit that all things happen by Fate. Now by Fate I mean … an orderly succession of causes wherein cause is linked to cause and each cause of itself produces an effect. That is an immortal truth having its source in all eternity. Therefore nothing has happened which was not bound to happen, and, likewise, nothing is going to happen which will not find in nature every efficient cause of its happening. [De. Div. I – 125].

Marcus will focus his criticism on what he takes to be the weaknesses of this Stoic model of Fate throughout Book II.

Quintus, discussing Nature as another possible source of divination, points out that in dreaming (provided we have not overeaten of used too much alcohol) and in times of inspiration or frenzy, we may transcend our bodies and experience our souls in connection with the universal soul, past, present, and future. These direct experiences of the mystery are beyond the observation and record keeping and wide experience that define divination as artists. [De. Div. I – 129].

In Book II Marcus begins his critique of Quintus’ argument by eliminating all situations where knowledge is gained through the senses. Where art and science can provide the answers, what use is divination? [De. Div. II – 9]. When we are sick, we go to a physician, not a soothsayer; if we wanted to learn to play the flute, we’d go to a musician, not a prophet or seer; to learn what was morally right, we’d go to a philosopher, not a prophet; etc. In fact, 

…if there is no place for divination in things perceived by the senses, or in those included among the arts, or in those discussed by philosophers, or in those which have to do with government, I see absolutely no need for it anywhere. [De. Div. II – 12]
There’s simply no practical need for divination in the day-to-day living of our life. In fact, Marcus reports being inclined to think that there is no such thing as divination at all: as the Greek poem says, The best diviner I maintain to be The man who guesses or conjectures best [De. Div II – 12].
Defining divination as ‘the foreknowledge and foretelling of things that happen by chance’ as Quintus does in Book I, is problematic for several reasons. Consequently, Marcus asserts, where skill and wisdom can act to anticipate future events, divination has no business. [De. Div II – 14].

  In order to be foreseen, the definition of Fate requires causation or some distinguishing mark announcing the arrival of a situation. But given that, again, what is the need for divination? Just consult the artists who are conducting various levels of observation of particular phenomena and keeping records of what they see. Just look for the causation or distinguishing mark yourself. This works especially well for astronomical events but is certainly not limited thereto. [De. Div II – 17]. 
Such insight based on longstanding observation and record keeping comes up short, however, when the issue is unique, such as finding buried treasure or coming into an unexpected inheritance. There is no “law of nature” to be discerned from long observation in such cases; art-based divination simply won’t help predict the coming of such one-off events. Marcus comments, ‘Hence it seems to me that it is not in the power of even God himself to know what event is going to happen accidentally and by chance’ [De. Div II – 18]. 

Marcus then focuses on the core concept of chance. If everything happening is determined, as is given in the concept of Fate, then there’s no possibility of a chance outcome being the result. Reserving a full discussion of Fate for another occasion, Marcus does pointedly remark, ‘Of what advantage to me is divination if everything is ruled by Fate? … Or what is it that lots, entrails, or any other means of prophesy warn me to avoid?’ If Quintus continues to insist on the core Stoic epistemological position of Fate being the way the Universe hangs together, there is, logically, no such thing as divination. [De. Div. II – 20]. 

Quintus had used many examples in Book I to illustrate the efficacy of divination in predicting disastrous endings for individuals such as Pompey, Marcus Crassus, King Priam of Troy, and Julius Caesar. Each of these men lived lives of great achievement; each came to a bad ending. Marcus asks what value it would have been to these individuals if, in the heights of achievement, they had been conscious of the bad ending that awaited them. Such knowledge would have been agony and resulted in their living much more sedate lives. ‘Of a surety, then, ignorance of future ills is more profitable than the knowledge of them.’ [De. Div. II – 23]. Were we actually operating in a universe in which ‘That which has been decreed by Fate to be, Almighty Jove himself cannot prevent’, not even religious rites could ease the pain of knowing beforehand of the future evils that await us. 

In turning to an examination of the three sources of divination (God, Fate, and Nature) provided by Quintus in Book I, Marcus pause to criticize the copious examples provided by Quintus throughout that Book in support of his views. M. Cicero the writer criticizes his alter ego Quintus:
You ought to have employed arguments and reason to show that all your propositions were true and you ought not to have resorted to so-called occurrences—certainly not to such occurrences as are unworthy of belief.
Of such a course I wish to say emphatically that it is not becoming in a philosopher to introduce testimony which may be either true by accident, or false and fabricated through malice. You ought to have employed arguments and reason to show that all your propositions were true and you ought not to have resorted to so-called occurrences—certainly not to such occurrences as are unworthy of belief. [De. Div, II – 27]

Marcus then discusses and ridicules each of the various methods of divination commonly used, beginning with soothsaying and the inspection of entrails. Although the discussion focuses on the arts utilized – especially used in inspecting, categorizing, and reading livers, hearts, and other viscera – Marcus wonders just how such ‘longstanding observation’ would be conducted. He asks such questions as exactly which parts of a liver, for instance, is favourable’ and which ‘unfavourable’ and how soothsayers could ever agree among themselves as to the theory behind their enterprise and the way a particular liver measured up. There simply is no uniformity of practice, among soothsayers of one country, much less between countries using this technique of discernment. It’s also puzzling to Marcus as to how viscera in its colour, shape, size, and other attributes come to instantly change, according to some natural law governing this art, to reflect the future of a particular situation or person [De Div. II – 29]. 
Ridiculing the possibility that soothsayers could foretell an increase in his personal fortune, Marcus writes ‘Are not natural philosophers ashamed to utter such nonsense? [De Div. II – 33]. Questioning that the physiology of the animal victim suddenly changes based on the question being asked, the client, and the soothsayer himself, such divination simply cannot, to Cicero’s way of thinking, be taken seriously.  In fact, ‘In demolishing divination by means of entrails we have utterly demolished the soothsayer’s art; for the same fate awaits divination by means of lightnings and portents’ [De. Div. II – 42], which he proceeds to demolish in like fashion. 

The problem Marcus identifies is the subjectivity of the soothsayer. ‘Now every sort of conjecture — and divination depends on conjecture — is often applied by the wit of man to many different and even contradictory uses.’ [De. Div. II – 55]. Ambiguity always appears where clever soothsayers are involved. As it turned out, the questionable examples provided by Quintus in Book I, and criticized by Marcus for lacking seriousness, are the perfect set of examples to use to ridicule Quintus’ arguments. 

Marcus completes his response to his brother with a discussion of dreams and the relationship between the soul and sleep. Quintus holds that prophesies come in dreams. Marcus completes this topic by saying that he is sleeping a lot, ‘Yet despite all this time spent in sleep I have not received a single prophecy in a dream, certainly not one about the great events now going on. Indeed, I never seem to be dreaming more than when I see the magistrates in the forum and the Senate in its chamber.’ [De. Div. II – 146]. 

Evaluation

In the Loeb Classical Library English translation of De Divinatione we have the work of two trained and accomplished attorneys.
Marcus Cicero was an attorney who served in the highest levels of the Roman Government. The translator of the edition used in this paper is William Armistead Falconer (1868 – 1927). Falconer was a small-town attorney in Arkansas, serving as a Chancery Court judge in the rural community of Fort Smith for twenty-five years. He was also a member of the external faculty at the University of Arkansas Law School. He was perhaps best known for his translation of three of Cicero's essays which was published in the Loeb Classical Library. Late in life he became a member of Phi Beta Kappa. [IN MEMORIAM. (1928). The Phi Beta Kappa Key, 6(10), 656–660]. 
Between the two of them, De Divinatione is a very well-written book in English, and the logic of the argument flows easily. The context of the New Academy, and that it is structured as a discussion between brothers, keeps the text free of aggression. The protagonists are, for the most part, very considerate of each other, as one might expect in a discussion held under New Academy rules. 

The definitions of the classifications of divination into that based on art, which is a matter of empiricism and record-keeping, and that based on nature, the sudden in-breaking of insight in dreams and frenzy, is a little difficult to comprehend on first reading. However, once soothsaying by examining the viscera of a chicken or ox – or other victim animal – is understood as an epistemological technology widespread at the time of the writing, the division becomes easier to follow. 

It’s hard to lose (or ultimately win) an argument with oneself, as De Divinatione is, but New Academy values preclude there being a final winner or loser on any topic; there’s no rancour to the argument. The purpose of the discussion is to advance overall knowledge of divination closer to an approximation of truth that makes temporary sense. As DeFlippo and colleagues write, “… one’s best epistemological hope will always only be what persuades one, and there is no certain bridge between persuasion and truth (p. 316). The search for truth is never-ending.

Cicero the writer reaches his conclusion that they would continue their working on this issue, following the methods of the New Academy ‘as often as possible in our future discussions’. [De. Div. II – 150]. Both brothers were murdered in 43 BC on the orders of Mark Anthony; their future discussions were to be soon over. 

Conclusion

This text gets at one of the core issues of human struggle: Do I, as a human, have any actual freedom or are my actions and their result pre-determined? At Book II, Section 18, Cicero writes that if the basis of life is chance then not even ‘God himself’ can foresee the end results of our actions. On the other hand, if the cause-and-effect structure of universal Fate is operating, only ‘God himself’ would be able to sort the complexities. If there’s a weakness in this book, it’s in the slightly straw-man argument that the writer puts into Quintus’ mouth, forcing him to take the Stoical position in opposition to the “superior” (to the writer at least) New Academy approach. It might have been interesting to have Marcus take the speaking part of the Stoics in Book I and Quintus provide the calming view of the New Academy, but serving as spokesperson for the New Academy was the writer’s role, both here and in life. The writer having the character Marcus soundly criticize his younger brother for not using “real” examples in his arguments throughout Book I and being guilty of ‘bad philosophy’ must have been a source of humour to the two men. Older brothers will always find a way to assert themselves, apparently. 
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