This essay explores Cicero’s arguments against divination contained in Book II of De divinatione.  The work in its entirety seeks to explore the veracity of divination and can be viewed from philosophical, political, or religious perspectives or indeed as a composite of all these aspects.   Just as De Divinatione is multi-dimensional, so too are the many influences that Cicero may have brought to bear as author i.e., his own philosophical and political opinions, the intellectual context and socio-cultural times within which he was writing, and indeed, the complexity of his personal character.  Therefore, the essay begins by briefly outlining some of these issues before setting out the main themes of the work and its literary and philosophical devices. It concludes with an exploratory assessment as to what Cicero may have hoped to achieve with De Divinatione and whether this was realised.

Cicero’s lifetime coincided with one of the most turbulent and significant periods in history witnessing the end of the Roman Republic. Born in 106 BCE, Cicero was to become a central figure in the political events of the era.  Of particular significance when contextualising De Divinatione is the understanding that Cicero was writing in a period of self-imposed retirement from politics, unsure where he stood with Caesar, grieving the death of his beloved daughter, and seeking consolation by producing a veritable encyclopaedia of philosophical work.   Whilst Cicero was an outstanding orator, lawyer and his greatest driving passion was politics and at all times, even in philosophical reflection, he was dedicated the preservation of the Republic and the protection of its ideals.   

The inseparable link between politics and religion in this period also has an important bearing.  Orlin[footnoteRef:1] explains Roman religion as concerning itself with the  wellbeing of the Roman community and essentially being a religion of place. The welfare of the city was paramount and through a series of rituals the goodwill of the gods could be ensured.  The primary role of religious authorities, who were a central part of the political system with membership of the priestly colleges being a public office,  was to ensure that these rituals were undertaken “in the proper way, at their proper time and in their proper place”.[footnoteRef:2] Therefore roman religion was based on orthopraxy as opposed to orthodoxy and issues of morality or belief were not of critical concern.    [1:  Eric Orlin, Urban Religion in the Middle and Late Republic, Chapter 5 xxxxxxxxx page 58]  [2:  Eric Orlin, Urban Religion in the Middle and Late Republic, Chapter 5 xxxxxxxxx page 58] 


De Divinatione takes the form of a dialogue between Cicero’s younger brother Quintus and what appears to be Marcus Cicero himself.  Cicero begins by 
Quintus is portrayed as taking stance of the Stoics and a stalwart defender of divination all the while openly admitting he is unable to explain its existence in terms of why or how.   Quintus begins by providing a useful overview to the reader of divination as “  “the foreknowledge and foretelling of events that happen by chance.”    He categorises divination as bellowing  two classes  the artificial, which depends both on conjecture and on keen and long-held observation and includes practices such as astrology, auspices, augury, divining by portents, prodigies, thunder, lightning, and other natural phenomena.  The second is what he refers to as the natural where divination occurs through dreams and prophesies.

Cicero deliberately employed the philosophical stance of Academic Scepticism in this work which specifically asks the audience to make up their own mind based on the most probable or plausible rationale or the one closest to the truth or with the least possibility of error.

Marcus’s overall argument rests on the frequency of failure and contrary interpretations between different diviners, maintaining that where predictions are successful, they are no more than lucky guesses.  Cicero goes on to turn the Stoic tenet on its head:  if the future is fixed and therefore knowable then divination is redundant because if the future is fixed, it cannot be escaped from regardless of foresight.   And then “what good does divination do?”.    

Marcus happily demolishes Quintus’s viewpoint with this initial  “light skirmishing” before commencing an exhaustive annihilation of each form of divination be it astrology, oracles, omens, auguries, haruspices or dreams.  An extremely clear synthesis of Cicero’s different arguments is provided by Denyear[footnoteRef:3]  .   Firstly, there is Cicero’s despair at the triviality of signs – how can the crowing of cocks predict a battle’s victory?  Secondly,  there is the arbitrary portents and the portended for example why on earth should the number of sparrows an omen indicate a number of years rather than a number of months[footnoteRef:4]? Cicero argues against the unsystematic nature of divination, highlighting both regional and cultural differences in the interpretation of omens. Cicero’s fifth grievance is  even where a relationship with the portent and the portended can be discerned, it relies heavily on the symbolic as in the dream of the egg in which the yolk symbolises the finding of (golden) treasure.     Cicero’s sixth point relates to the ambiguous nature of omens, so open to different interpretations, contrasting this to the expert understanding of signs on which physicians and pilots base their decisions. The final ground  is Cicero’s commentary on the subjective nature of marvels, remove the novelty factor, and it not necessarily marvellous. [3:  Nicholas Denyear]  [4:  Div. 2.65] 


While some readers may be delighted by the appeal to reason and logic in Marcus’s counter arguments, others may be disappointed to have left the enchanted world brought to life by Quintus and it is tempting to guess what Quintus’s retort to Marcus might be if the conversation had continued.  While one can also disagree with some of Marcus’s arguments on factual grounds for example his understanding of astrology or lunar tides or indeed tire of his ascorbic wit, Nicholas Denyear is one of the few scholars to specifically analyse Marcus’s arguments and counter-argue from a Stoic theoretical perspective.    Denyear asserts that Cicero’s arguments against divination are in fact incorrect in that they actually miss the main point of Stoic Divination.   The field of divination is not something that can be assessed by the rules of natural science which is Cicero’s line of argument.  Stoicism’s understanding of divination is that it is a separate sphere to natural law.   It is  a communication system similar to a “branch of applied semiotics, concerned with understanding the utterances of the gods”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Denyear page 9] 

Cicero’s attraction to a rational modernist mindset is evidenced in his conclusion that knowledge is best sought from experts in science and reason.   However, Carnow[footnoteRef:6] claims that Cicero’s understanding of divination as the search for knowledge about the future is also erroneous. He cites Fontenrose’s[footnoteRef:7] examination of  the surviving responses attributed to the oracle at Delphi which shows that most consisted of commands rather than predictions, and that the subject matter was mainly religious in nature. Carnow therefore maintains that the primary function of the oracle was as an authority on religious matters.  “Appealing to a god to adjudicate on matters of religion is not, on the face of it, unreasonable”.    [6:  Carnow]  [7:  The Delphic Oracle (University of California Press, 1978),] 

De divinatione is a multi-layered work and apart from the rights and wrongs of the logic employed, there are many other ways to read it.   For example, Schofield[footnoteRef:8] explains that if we want to understand the thinking behind it, we need to grasp the significance of the choice of philosophical form.    Schofield’s thesis is that Cicero turned to the methodologies of Academic Sceptism precisely because it gave him “the rhetorical and expository advantage of argumentum in utramque partem” – the opportunity to argue from both sides of the question.   Indeed, given Cicero’s experience as an orator and lawyer, the choice seems particularly appropriate, and Schofield writes that De Divinatione. is “an exercise in the writing of philosophy as anecdote and as cross-examination”.[footnoteRef:9]     Schofield, moreover, succinctly sums up that the two books main contrasts are that of method, in the first the case for divination rests on experience while in the second the case appeals to reason. [8:  Malcolm Schofield page 48]  [9:  Schofield page 51] 


On the other hand, Levine[footnoteRef:10] suggests that it is the choice of the literary device of dialogue that is  important in that it allowed Cicero to effectively “Romanise” Greek philosophy.   He asserts that contained within all of Cicero’s dialogues are three considered guidelines which are clear signals to the reader.  Namely, the appropriateness of circumstances, the worthiness of the interlocutors and historical and biographical credibility - all of which would carry weight with his audience of peers. And indeed, in De Divinatione Cicero explains that he has stepped away from public life though soon to return it thus able to devote time to philosophical reflection.   The choice of interlocutors also reflects Levine’s thesis i.e., the two brothers are public figures, well-educated and travelled and, moreover, both are specifically trained in philosophy.   Cicero does portray Quintus in the character of a Stoic when in reality he favoured Peripatetic reasoning[footnoteRef:11].  But, as Levine points out, Cicero adroitly lets Quintus put the matter straight himself in regard to his true convictions and indeed in other parts of the text Quintus is also at pains to distance divination from charlatanism. [10:  Levine, Philip, 'Cicero and the Literary Dialogue', The Classical Journal, 53 (1958), 146-151, in JSTOR <http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/3293869>]  [11:  DD xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx] 


The modern reader may be surprised at the seeming risk that Cicero took with his strident arguments against augury given his membership of the College of Augurs.   However, Levine explains that Cicero has already used the example of Cotta[footnoteRef:12] to portray someone who can affirm personal beliefs that traditional customs should be preserved whilst all the while being philosophically sceptical.   With De Divinatione, Levine maintains that Cicero “exemplified the fundamental dichotomy that prevailed in the Roman mind between philosophic theory and actual practice in matters of religion”  (page 151) [12:  Cotta was ] 


Beard expands on this to explain how some of the tensions and evasions in Cicero’s theological work are a direct consequence of the tensions between the state religion and the ‘scientific’ approach of Greek philosophy which did not necessarily easily culturally translate.   She believes that the approach chosen by Cicero i.e., to tackle Roman problems, give Roman examples, within a Roman setting is innovatory. Moreover, she credits Cicero with opening up for the first time a specific Roman discourse on religious belief.

Other analyses stress the need to understand the work primarily by looking for Cicero’s underlying motivation. Goar, for example, believes that there are a number of explanations as to why Cicero took the stance he did against divination:  either Cicero is arguing for arguments sake, expressing his personal doubts or it is an unwavering polemic against superstition.   Goar is of the view that that Cicero is willing to lay down his authentic intellectual  views and say what he really believes about divination.  Goar suggests that risk of this level is only “done when a man has in view a cherished aim:  in this case the undermining of superstition”. In Goar’s view, Cicero’s purpose may have been motivated by a genuine humanitarian desire to rid society of superstition. 

However, Momigliano puts forward a very interesting thesis that Cicero’s scepticism  is in fact both deeply personal and politically motivated. By the time Cicero was writing De divinatione he had become increasingly sceptical as peers such as Varro[footnoteRef:13] become more sanctimonious about religion and in particular Cicero was increasingly concerned about Caesar’s religious policies[footnoteRef:14].   Momigliano asserts that this sceptism is all the more surprising because in 45 Cicero's daughter Tullia died, “and her father wanted to believe in her immortal  [13:  Varro was a contemporary of Cicero’s and author of ]  [14:  Towards the end of Caesar’s rule, he xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx] 


For Wynne, the motivating cause is clear in that he maintains that Cicero had a one core intention that of “staging a philosophical inquiry into the nature of the gods in the hope of moderating religion” . Wynne differentiates orthopraxy as actually taking two different forms that of an outward observable ‘performance’ and/or as an ‘action’ where the agent holds a specific belief.   Cicero does not hope to change performance but in Wynne’s view that does not mean that Cicero cannot tell a pious intent from an impious one.  “The changes the characters propose are in what to believe about.. religion.[footnoteRef:15]  Wynne then goes on to propose that Cicero has in mind a “Central Question” and that is the stark question of do the gods care for us   – if the answer is yes, the religious practices are based on superstition based (because) but if they do not care – then the undertaking of these practices are impious (because).   [15:  Wynne page 56] 

Wynne believes that Cicero’s work shows how educated Romans could adopt a philosophical stance to “privately interpret their public religious actions” 

In conclusion , it is important to return Cicero’s own stated explicit reasons for embarking on this particular work.   Cicero names these throughout his writing as a concern to educate upcoming generations, the necessity for moderation of religion as a proper method of political control and the eradication of superstition all the while employing the tactics of Academic Scepticism to unveil to the audience the most reasonable and persuasive argument.  And so, the question is to what extent did he achieve his stated aims?  Certainly, his influence was vast, propping Christian ideology against paganism, helping to underpin the view that divination was primarily functionalist and, in particular ,seen as a beacon light shining through the centuries towards the supremacy of logic, reason and scientific realism.  
But for me, the great gift Cicero left - whether one is swayed by either side of the argument – is in his use of literary and philosophical forms to permit the reader to make their own mind up but, in actual fact, also creating a space to be agnostic-  to say I don’t believe but maybe there is something….  Reflecting on De divinatione, one is led to speculate why he allowed the character of Quintus so much time to speak  of the strange and marvellous and to quote Cicero’s own poetry depicting the wonders of an omen.  In choosing Quintus, his brother, as interlocuter, can one conjecture that Quintus might serve as an alter-ego, a younger, open-minded Cicero?  Perhaps a glimmer of which still remains in the older Cicero who provides yet another alternative space – an almost indiscernible concept but evidenced in his description of “ the celestial order and the beauty of the universe” which compels him to “confess that there is some excellent and eternal Being” – space for the personal, private religious belief and interpretation of the divine .
