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 This paper will critically review Book II of De Divinatione (On Divination) by Marcus Tullius Cicero in the 1923 translation by W. A. Falconer [footnoteRef:1]  [1:  as available on the Loeb Classical Library  https://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Cicero/de_Divinatione/home.html] 

Marcus Tullius Cicero (106 BCE – 43 BCE) Roman Senator, Orator and prominent lawyer lived in the final half century of the Roman Republic. A ‘novus homo’ from a wealthy ‘shire’ Equestrian family he received a classical education in Rome and Greece studying the three main philosophical schools:- Epicureanism, Stoicism through Diodotius and Socratic sceptical enquiry with Philo of Larissa.  His political career culminated in his Consulship in 63BCE [footnoteRef:2].   Caught up in the internecine power struggle  between the Pompey and Caesar factions and the subsequent civil wars, apart from  brief returns to the Senate, he spent the last decade of his life in exile or retirement enabling him to compose his numerous works. He was killed on the order of the Second Triumvirate in 43BCE. [2:  Tempest, K. ‘Tullius Cicero, Marcus, Life’. Oxford Classical Dictionary, January 28, 2022.  Oxford University Press] 


The Context of the book
The second in a trio of treatise, the first being De Natura Deum (On the Nature of the Gods) and the third De Fato (On Fate) which examined the concept and belief in the existence of the deities,  whether they cared for humanity and if so, how did man know?  Such questions had existed and been discussed in Ancient Greece and developed the various schools of thought that constituted various Hellenic Philosophical Schools principally Epicureanism, Stoicism,  and Plato’s Academy together with its subsequent iterations [footnoteRef:3]. The latter years of the Roman Republic, saw active interest and debate on traditional religious practice [footnoteRef:4]  and its intersections with Roman political and social life [footnoteRef:5]. [3:  Cicero, Marcus Tullius. The Nature of the Gods. London trans McGregor, 1972 g, Penguin 1972, p,17.]  [4:  Schofield, M 2Cicero for and against Divination”, Journal of Roman Studies76 (1986), 47-65]  [5:  Beard, M. “Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,” Journal of Roman Studies76 (1986), 33-47] 

The Nature of the Gods explored the existence of Gods, On Divination follows on with a further question –  if gods do exist and care for humanity, how do they express that care and how does humanity interpret that expression. As such it is an exposition of the divinatory practised in the late Roman Republic and their then known world.
In the authorial introduction to Book II, Cicero stated that the ostensible reason for the work, as with his other philosophical works, was to be an educational and philosophical teaching tool for the the young men of the Republic, who, he thought, were ‘gone so far astray because of the present moral laxity’ [footnoteRef:6].  Additionally, he knew that a growing number of men ‘advanced in years’ also read his works. On Divination was composed to simplify and extend his previous treatise and this work, together with the third  meant that ‘every phase of this particular branch of philosophy, would be sufficiently discussed’.  ‘This particular branch’ was essentially, the nature of Roman religious thought and practice[footnoteRef:7].   Roman State religion was orthopractic and institutional, requiring ‘action’ through sacrifice and prayers.  It did not require a doxology or belief[footnoteRef:8]. Possibly Cicero considered  (given the chaotic time of the late Republic and the civil wars) that an expanding, increasingly  internationalist Rome had somehow lost its way in understanding how or why they venerated the Gods, or indeed ‘the nature of the gods they worshipped [footnoteRef:9]. [6:  Cicero. On Old Age. On Friendship. On Divination]  [7:  Beard, M. “Cicero and Divination]  [8:  Wynne, J. P. F., Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion: On the Nature of the Gods and On Divination p.13-15. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019]  [9:  Wynne. Ibid, p.1] 

Cicero’s correspondence shows that his books were circulated to a circle of friends and acquaintances amongst the Roman elite, some with similarly philosophical and enquiring natures, others with no truck for things not Roman[footnoteRef:10] .  They were written not purely for literary reasons, but also political ones, as dedicatees included intimates and allies of Caesar [footnoteRef:11]. [10:  Begemann, E. (2023). Cicero’s De Divinatione in Religious and Historical Perspective. Ciceroniana On Line, 7(1), 69–93. https://doi.org/10.13135/2532-5353/7737]  [11:  Murphy, T., ‘Cicero’s First Readers: Epistolary Evidence for the Dissemination of His Works’, The Classical Quarterly, 48 (1998), 492–505 http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/cq/48.2.492] 

The format of the Book 
On Divination consists of two books, dialogic in form but presented as monologues, which Cicero said were to be  read side by side. Mary Beard argues that the dialogue structure was a’depersonalising device’ which ‘obviated the need for Cicero, as author, to identify with any one expressed opinion’[footnoteRef:12].  The two protagonists are Quintus – defending divination from a Stoic perspective, and Marcus, who challenges the notions laid out by Quintus from a ‘New Academy’ perspective .  In real life, Quintus was the younger brother of Cicero.  [12:  Beard, M. “Cicero and Divination., p56] 

Book 1 outlines divination practices, together with an apologia that  divination is real, in that it is the ‘foreseeing and foretelling of events considered to happen by chance’ [footnoteRef:13],  being communications from the gods, on the principal that as the gods exist, and they care for humanity  such divine communication aids humanity.  His evidence includes numerous examples from Greek and Roman myth and history that such practices are ancient, that they have been carefully studied and notated, that all nations practice them and that the results are self evident of their veracity and efficacy. Quintus states that he does not need to know how or why divination works, but it is evidence that the gods exist, that they love humanity shown by  them sending signs and communications.  Quintus tracks the vital principle of divination to three sources: - firstly God, then Fate and finally Nature thuswise:-  Reason makes us realise that ‘all things happen by fate and in an orderly succession of causes and each cause al link to each cause itself produce an effect and that this is ‘an immortal truth having its source in all eternity’.  Therefore ‘nothing has appended which was bound not to  happen and nothing will happen which ‘does not have efficient cause of its happening, therefore fate is the ‘eternal cause’  of all things past, present and future[footnoteRef:14]. [13:  Div 1.5.9]  [14:  Div 1. 55.126] 

Book 2 is a rebuttal of the premises of Book 1. Marcus does not deny the existence of the Gods and does not opine whether the Gods care for and/or communicate with man.  His philosophical position, as an Academician, is not to accept or deny anything as ‘truth’ but rather to undertake a thorough examination and then chose a course of action most appropriate to one’s understanding of the issues.  (Div 2.) Marcus’s rebuttals match the  categories outlined by Quintus being,  firstly, under ‘art’ those divinatory practices requiring expertise in interpretation, namely soothsaying, astrology, oracles and lots.  Secondly those Quintus says are ‘natural’ that appear in dreams or in frenzied state.  Marcus argues against divination on two levels, firstly on a philosophical level – challenging the Stoic belief in, and explanation, of divination and their arguments.  Secondly on a practical,  pragmatic level, exploring the provenance of the divinatory art, the causation of the divinatory event rather than the outcome, whether there was a connection between the divination, the cause of the event and, if the ‘divination’ eventuated, whether the outcome could have been by chance or coincidence [footnoteRef:15]. [15:  Wynne Cicero on the philosophy of religion p.244] 

Marcus forensically examines each practice, demonstrating  firstly that such divinatory practices (with the notable exception of Roman State sanctioned Soothsaying) are not proper for the Republic – being fraudulent or foreign and, by inference, superstition and secondly, that the Stoic Philosophers whose arguments Quintus used, were misguided or mistaken in their findings.  

Soothsaying
Etruscan Haruspicy (divination by entrails), Lightnings, portents and  prodigies and  augury/auspices (the study of birds), together with consultation of the Sibylline Books, were the divinatory practices of the Roman Republic. Marcus qualifies his rebuttal by saying that in his ‘deliberate judgement’ such practices were to be used ‘from reasons of political expediency and in order that we may have a state religion’, but as they were in private debate, even these would be examined for veracity [footnoteRef:16].  Marcus attacks soothsaying on several grounds.  With haruspicy, he questions the veracity of the duration of the observations, and, as  nations read entrails differently, the lack of agreement and uniformity of practice. Further, Marcus argues that even with the expertise soothsayers had in knowing what signs signify what, it was irrelevant, such signs could not come within the class of divination under ‘immemorial usage’ but were ‘inventions of art’.  In doing this, he brings up  a new line of questioning, what connection do they have to the ‘works of nature’. If the assumption is that such works of nature are a part of the universe, what connection is there between  the Universe and finding treasure?  If the entrails indicate an increase in wealth and they do so , in accordance with ‘some law of nature’  there must be a relationship between the entrails and the universe and that financial gain must be regulated by the laws of nature.  While he concedes that connections  between different parts of nature probably exist, citing Stoic methodological research, (how mice livers differ ins size in winter to other seasons, and that shellfish sizes change in different moon phases),  he reiterates that notwithstanding  such findings, they do not gainsay  his point on the liver and treasure connection – because he can’t see one.   [16:  Div 2.12.28] 

Here another argument is introduced, that of divine guidance versus chance.  Stoics (Chrysippus, Antipater and Posidonius) opined that the choice of the sacrificial victim was directed by  the ‘sentient and divine power which pervades the universe’ and that at the moment of sacrifice changes to the entrails occurred because  ‘all things are obedient to the Divine Will’. Marcus questions this, arguing that the choice of sacrifice as a matter of divine guidance is like drawing lots. Is it the gods or chance that guides the slave to the auspicious sacrificial lamb? He pushes the Stoic argument for divination (if there are gods, there is divination;  there are gods, therefore there is divination) to a  further conclusion.  If there is no divination then there are no gods. That argument is evidence  that divination is destroyed and yet ‘we must hold onto the gods’[footnoteRef:17]. By demolishing divination with entrails, the art of the soothsayer is destroyed but not at the loss of proper religious practice. [17:  Div2.18.43] 

Similarly Marcus dismisses Etruscan divination of Lightning strikes on the basis of their arbitrary occurrences and a lack of causal connection between the divination and what event it predicts.  Firstly, how does pinpointing in the sky where the lightning emanates from, where lightning strikes and what those strikes mean auspiciously if they are interpreted differently by different nations. Secondly, Marcus returns to the argument of argument from nature and  refers to the Stoics theory that thunderbolts are natural phenomena,  arising from mixing out of cold air and wind.  If these are due to natural causes and are irregular and uncertain, then how can we look to them as signs for future events?  If they were an act of Jupiter, why warn with thunderbolts, when he sends so many with no purpose, to useless places (sea, mountain, desert) and lands where they are not believed to be signs. The noting of thunderbolt positions and frequency and sky segment might be  useful, but shows no prophetic value. 
That Quintus quoted Marcus’ own poetry on thunderbolts as proof is waved away, as is any accusation of inconsistency,   Marcus is just after facts.
PORTENTS AND PRODIGIES
Prodigies and portents get short shrift. Quintus gives an example of a portent as mule bearing a colt (a rare occurrence). Marcus says firstly, rare events might give rise to wonder, but if it had been an impossibility, then the event would not have occurred. Therefore when something totally new happens it is called a portent, but in contrast,  even with  ignorance of  the cause, frequent events do not excite wonder.  Crowing cocks, sweating statues, rodent destruction of property, what makes one a portent and not the other and why hold the gods as the direct cause, without question. Unexpected events such as earthquakes, shooting stars, lightnings cause alarm  The fact is that all these have a single explanation ‘whatever comes into existence, of whatever kind, must have a cause in nature’.  In following that  dictum and using the Stoic principles of discovery the fear of the novelty of the appearance would be banished. Citing Chrysippus: Nothing can happen without a cause; nothing actually happens that cannot happen; if it has happened, and which could of happened, then it shouldn’t be considered as a portent , ergo there are no such thing as portents[footnoteRef:18].   [18:  Div.2.25.53] 

Augury/auspices (particular to Roman State Divination)
Marcus dismisses the point Quintus raised, that as an augur, it would be hard for Marcus to argue against the divinatory nature of augury.  He doesn’t deny that augury  is an art.  What he argues against is the existence of divination.   Augury may have begun as a belief in divination, but  it is now maintained and preserved for political expediency.  Conversely, foreign augury is not an art but is superstition.  Romans do not use augury except when the duty is ‘imposed by the vote of the people’.   Foreigners use it all the time.  As with haruspicy and lightning strikes, there is no uniformity or consistent agreement between different nations on the auspiciousness or otherwise of interpretations of signs. Consequently it is hard not to think that divination is part part error, part superstition and much fraud.
Lots and astrology
Lots are dismissed as like a game of dice, a matter of recklessness and luck, rather than using knowledge and judgement.  The Cult of Fortuna Primigena (an old goddess of luck and chance) where lots a chosen by a child, whilst very popular with the masses, are not used by the magistracy, and are summarily dismissed.  
Astrology is barely mentioned in Book 1,  other than as a form of divination in other parts of the world.    Marcus says many philosophers and astronomers disapproved of or doubted  Chaldean astrology, from Eudoxus (4th century BCE mathematician and astronomer) to the Stoic philosopher Panaetius. He gives a lengthy description of the Zodiac and the precession of the planets and constellations and how the Chaldeans interpreted those movements in astrology and then moves to argue against it on fairly dismissive Grounds:- Chaldeans might ascribe the character and the future of an individual based on the position of stars and planets but that ignores the value of mundane factors such as how place of birth and topography, geographical differences, genetics (parental seed), race and upbringing have effect. Further, if the Chaldeans assert that everyone born under the same horoscope must share the same fate, that is at direct odds with the fact that in war, men of different horoscopes all die in the same battle. As proof of the inconsistency of astrology, he relates how the various horoscopes of Pompey, Crassus and Caesar (that they would all die of old age, at home, and with glory) were all wrong and hence disproved by the facts.  As has been noted by Nicholas Campion,  it is ‘difficult to escape conclusion that C’s objections to astrology while rooted in the platonic scepticism of the New Academy  had an element of Republican snobbery’[footnoteRef:19]. [19:  Campion, N. A History of Western Astrology Volume 1: The Ancient and Classical Worlds. (Bloomsbury Publishing, London 2009), p. 196.] 

 Vaticination (prophecy through Oracle or frenzy) and Dreams
Significant proportions of Books 1 and 2 are given over to divination in dream and frenzy (including the Oracle at Delphi). Quintus says that the soul has the power of foreknowledge inherently and that frenzy or ‘inspiration’ is a violent stimulation of the should by divine impulse. His examples are drawn largely from myth and also reference the famed Apollonian Oracle at Delphi. With regards to dreams Quintus returns to the Stoic theory that the universe is filled with eternal intelligence and divine mind.  Human souls, freed from the earthly form either in sleep or frenzy, communicate with divine souls. This is natural, not ‘art’. He notes , according to Antiphon’s Theory of Dreams  however, that the interpretation of dreams requires technical skill, and not inspiration and that also applies to the utterances of Oracles, and in frenzy [footnoteRef:20]. [20:  Div. 1.50.112-116] 

Quintus then appears to capitulate to the arguments Marcus has made on divination by art and announces he has pulled back from the Stoic view of such divination ‘it smacked too much of superstition’ and is leaning towards the Peripatetics notions of the human soul divinely inspired to frenzy and the notion of dreams.
The arguments Marcus employs against natural divination mirror those used against divination by art.  Firstly, why  place value or reliance on dreams, what practical benefits are there? One wouldn’t wait to dream to learn an art or science rather than learn, for instance how to play music, pilot a boat.  Why would one seek medical relief from a dream interpreter rather than a physician.   Secondly, Marcus reverts to the Stoic argument of the beneficent  divine power or god, sending messages for humanity’s good, and repeats the with the counter arguments he attributed to soothsaying.  Why send messages to a sleeping man that are oblique, difficult to understand or require a specialist diviner or indeed’ fortune telling hags’ to interpret and who probably use conjecture to interpret them.  Further, why message in some dreams and not others? Thirdly, the argument from nature or natural causes that Marcus used to rebut divination with entrails is re-applied to dreams.  
Why did Cicero give such inordinate space given to dreams in both books.  Dreams were not included in the discourse in public religion, albeit that Sulla (138-78BCE) thought that instructions imparted by the gods in dreams were most reliable and, as Div recounts, the dreams of Metella, daughter of Caecilius Metellus Baelaricus were reported to the Senate and were treated as portent[footnoteRef:21]. One recent scholarly theory is that Cicero wanted to make the ‘Greek tradition on dreams available to his readers’ in a comprehensible and understandable way, and in doing so, provide a comprehensive debate on the subject of dreams and that dream divination  and interpretation was of literary interest to Cicero [footnoteRef:22]. [21:  Frederico Santagelo Divination and  Prediction and the End of the Roman Republic]  [22:  Bram ten Berge Dreams in Cicero’s De divination’ p54.

] 

Having dispensed with all divination, Marcus discusses a major cause of concern to him, that of superstition, a concern that appears throughout the book and is an echo of his view in ‘On the Nature of the The Gods. Superstition has tainted man’s mind and clouded his relationship with (Rome’s) true religion and needs rooting out. He attaches superstition to every class of divination discussed and attributes it to a troublesome ubiquity.  Uprooting superstition would not destroy religion. It would return man to a rightful respect of the ancestral institutions and rites of his Roman ancestors. Marcus does not refute the existence of Gods or a divine being, given the ‘celestial order and beauty of the universe,’ he believes such a divinity exists and requires  correct (Roman) adherence to religious rites and mans’ respectful homage.  
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