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Introduction
This essay critically examines De Divinatione regarding its context and style, political and religious purposes, and the author's perspective. I analyze selected themes from the primary source alongside additional scholarly viewpoints.

Marcus Tullius Cicero
Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 BCE) was a prominent statesman and orator in the late Roman Republic. His passion for philosophy resulted in approximately a dozen philosophical works, which are esteemed for their insights into major schools of thought, particularly Stoicism, Epicureanism and Scepticism.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Woolf, Raphael, “Cicero”, The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Spring 2022 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) <https://plato.stanford.edu/achives/spr2022/entries/cicero/>.] 


De Divinatione is a Socratic dialogue between Marcus Cicero and his brother, Quintus Cicero, written around 42 B.C. and presented in two books. In Book I, Quintus presents arguments favouring divination, validating the practice through its universal use[footnoteRef:2], accurate historical predictions[footnoteRef:3], the interrelationship between humans and the gods[footnoteRef:4], its grounding in rationalist thought, and its alignment with Stoic philosophy regarding universal natural law and determinism. In Book II, Cicero dismantles each of Quintus's arguments, concluding that no logical or empirical evidence exists to support the validity of divination, rhetorically asking, 'Need I assert that divination is compounded of a little error, a little superstition, and a good deal of fraud?'[footnoteRef:5]   [2:  Cicero. De Divinatione. Translated by W. A. Falconer. Loeb Classical Library 154. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press; London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1923. P.222 – 227.]  [3:  Ibid, p.267-269.]  [4:  Ibid, p. 315.]  [5:  Ibid, p. 465.] 


Definition of, types and purpose of divination.
Quintus defines divination as 'the foresight and knowledge of future events.' In Book I, he argues for the reliability of divination by citing its historical and cross-cultural benefits. He notes that Romulus, the founder and king of Rome and a skilled augur, established the city based on auspices. [footnoteRef:6] Additionally, he highlights the role of divination in maintaining societal control.  He argues that divination can be categorised into two types: one dependent on nature and the other on art. Natural divination involves practices through which soothsayers or seers from the divine receive knowledge of the future. Or as Cicero puts it, 'That which the soul has seized, or rather, has obtained, from a source outside itself – that is from God.'[footnoteRef:7] This form of divination is fundamentally an internal, intuitive process involving dreams, visions, or trance-induced states. Artificial divination, on the other hand, is an external process that employs a system to interpret messages from the gods through signs in nature. Examples include augury- the behaviour of birds, or haruspicy - the inspection of the entrails of sacrificial poultry, seeking signs or symbols that point toward a specific outcome of a future event.[footnoteRef:8]  This type of divination was performed by expert augurs who understood the symbolic meanings inherent in natural signs sent by the gods, recognising in nature, auspices, omens, or portents. Cicero critiques these methods, arguing that different cultures attribute different meanings to signs and symbols in nature, suggesting that there can be no universal divinatory system to rely on:  [6:  Cicero, De Divinatione, pp..229-231]  [7:  Ibid, p.399.]  [8:  Ibid, p.401.] 


‘Can anybody be induced to believe that the things said to be predicted by means of entrails were learned by the soothsayers through long continued observation?  How long, pray did the observations last? … How did the soothsayers manage to agree among themselves what part of the entrails was favourable or unfavourable, or what cleft in the liver indicated danger and what promised some advantage.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid, p.403] 


Regarding artificial divination, Cicero argues that there is no definitive way to distinguish between auspices, omens, or portents. An omen can arise from common occurrences, such as the croak of a crow at a specific time or the direction in which a bird flies. In contrast, within a different culture, the same natural sign may be considered extraordinary to qualify as a portent - something previously unexperienced or out of context, a rare and peculiar event that stands out from the every day, like a thunderbolt. Cicero maintains that previously unexperienced portents evoke our sense of wonder, while the recurrence of ordinary events does not; we tend to assign importance to them based on their rarity.  Frequently occurring signs correspond to omens, while infrequent, peculiar natural signs correlate with portents.  This scenario raises questions about the judgment in assigning meaning to signs and symbols, the frequency with which they appear in nature and the prior experiences of those who witness them. Do frequent occurrences equate to bad omens, and do infrequent events equate to catastrophes?  Furthermore, he ponders whether individuals have different everyday experiences; what may be wondrous to one person might not hold the same significance for another. Since all diviners possess unique worldviews, there is no systematic way to evaluate the trustworthiness of their prophecies and, therefore, no universal system to adhere to. Ultimately, Cicero approaches divination by seeking its value in terms of what it can offer that empirical knowledge cannot.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid p.379] 



De Divinatione: Structure and Context.
Cicero viewed De Divinatione as a valuable addition to his extensive philosophical work aimed at guiding citizens toward the highest forms of learning.[footnoteRef:11] Concerned about the moral laxity of the younger generation, he saw his writing as a way to steer them toward a virtuous life.[footnoteRef:12] His choice to write in Latin was intentional, allowing him to reach a broader, younger audience.[footnoteRef:13] He regarded this work as a philosophical contribution to the well-being of the State. Since the State relied on divination to make crucial decisions, it was necessary to acknowledge its limitations. [11:  Ibid, p.371.]  [12:  Ibid, p. 375]  [13:  Ibid, p.375.] 


According to British astrologer Nicholas Campion in A History of Western Astrology, we lack specific details regarding the origin of divination; however, it is assumed that a growing and complex society, along with its political imperatives, made the development of divination a matter of urgency as far back as ancient Mesopotamia, he writes, ‘most societies have mechanisms for asking their divinities what they should do; this is the very essence of religion’s political function.’[footnoteRef:14] Divinatory practices were embedded in religious ceremonies, where gods were invoked to guide all forms of life, across cultures.  In his paper, The Case Against Divination: An Examination of Cicero's De Divinatione, philosopher Nicholas Denyer explains that in Cicero's time, divination functioned much like modern science, with expert diviners serving as advisors on essential matters of public life. He highlights that philosophical defences of divination closely mirror modern philosophers' arguments to justify science's legitimacy.[footnoteRef:15] In his attack on divination, Cicero argues that soothsayers and seers are not experts in the fields from which they are expected to make predictions. For example, mathematicians understand the positions of planets and possess the knowledge to forecast their future locations based on an understanding of geometry. Physicians comprehend the workings of the body and are, therefore, better equipped to predict whether a person's life is in danger by drawing upon their previous experiences with other patients.[footnoteRef:16] Pilots are better prepared to predict the weather due to their extensive knowledge of the sky,[footnoteRef:17] while sages are more informed regarding matters of business and wealth. Experts do not merely profess to ‘know’ anything; their predictions are rooted in understanding the processes within each profession, allowing them to discern probable outcomes rationally.  Experts make predictions based on the immutable natural law of a regulated universe, which is not chance.  Cicero argues that there is no chance, if there were, then not even God would be sure of the future that he is supposedly divinely guiding. He concludes that if there is no ‘chance’, there is no need for divination, no place for it, anywhere.[footnoteRef:18]  In this light, De Divinatione can be viewed as a philosophical debate on the validity of divination and as a public critique of the State's continued use of it as an established religious and political tradition when, for Cicero, it lacks absolute truth. [14:  Campion, Nicholas, A History of Western Astrology: Volume 1: The Ancient World. (London: Bloomsbury, 2008), pp 42-43]  [15:  Denyer, Nicholas. 'The Case Against Divination: An Examination of Cicero's 'De Divinatione', Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, no. 31 (211) (1985), p.1< http://www.jstor.org/stable/44696924>.]  [16:  Cicero. De Divinatione, p.387]  [17:  Ibid, p.387]  [18:  Ibid, p.389] 


Socratic Dialogue and Sceptical Approach
Cicero uses Socratic dialogue to present an argument for and against divination, making it engaging and accessible. Philosophical dialogue was a customary method in ancient Greece used by Plato and Aristotle to consider complex matters by asking probing questions, dismantling arguments and considering each position from various viewpoints. According to the University of Connecticut, Socratic dialogue allows for disciplined and thoughtful questioning to examine and validate ideas logically. Furthermore, Socratic questioning promotes independent, higher-level thinking, granting readers ownership of their learning through discussion, debate, evaluation and analysis.[footnoteRef:19] The format of De Divinatione conveys information, systematically explaining each point and developing arguments through a series of hypotheses that progressively lead to rhetorical conclusions.   [19:  The University of Connecticut, Socratic Teaching <https://cetl.uconn.edu/resources/teaching-your-course/leading-effective-discussions/socratic-questions/> [accessed 4 March 2025].] 

The sceptical nature of Cicero’s approach allows him to negate all of Quintus’s arguments in favour of divination without appearing to criticise religion and State laws specifically. Luca Castagnoli, Lecturer in Ancient Philosophy at Oxford University, writes that Scepticism ‘in its early phases, emphasised doubt and the impossibility of knowledge rather than open-ended inquiry.’[footnoteRef:20]  In her book Scepticism, Norwegian philosopher Arne Nass writes, 'Scepticism is generally regarded as a position, which if correct, would be disastrous for our everyday and scientific beliefs… a sceptical argument is one that leads to the intuitively false conclusion that we cannot know anything.'[footnoteRef:21]  In Book I, Quintus defends divination, pointing out that the gods and divination are essentially interdependent and that discounting signs sent by the gods would negate their existence.[footnoteRef:22]  Cicero builds a counterargument through a series of deductions based on haruspicy. First, he proposes that there are many gods who, when offered sacrifices simultaneously, will provide both favourable and unfavourable auspices, leading him to render the rendering the gods ‘fickle.’[footnoteRef:23].  Secondly, he reflects on the choice of sacrifice, having dismissed the existence of chance. If the future is random, how can it be predicted? He then considers the possibility that choosing a sacrificial victim is a divinely guided process. Still, he assumes Epicurus’s view of the gods as indifferent, which renders them uninterested in human activity and incapable of imparting divination. Moreover, he believes that while a singular Stoic god may be interested in humanity's welfare, he also cannot impart divination.[footnoteRef:24]  He concludes that rather than using the syllogism: ‘If there are gods, there is divination; but there are gods, therefore there is divination,’ Quintus should logically accept: ‘There is no divination, therefore there are no gods.’[footnoteRef:25]  [20:  Luca Castagnoli, ‘Scepticism’, in The Oxford Encyclopaedia of Ancient Greece and Rome, ed. by Michael Gagarin (Oxford University Press)
https://www-oxfordreference-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/display/10.1093/acref/9780195170726.001.0001/acref-9780195170726-e-1169?rskey=XcEmqq&result=2 [Accessed 14 March 2025]]  [21:  Arne Naess, Scepticism, London: Routledge, 1968) p.1.]  [22:  Cicero, De Divinatione, pp. 415-417]  [23:  Ibid, p.413]  [24:  Ibid, p.415]  [25:  Ibid, p.415] 


Robert J. Goar in The Purpose of De Divinatione, Robert J. Goar suggests that Cicero’s agenda was to discredit divination rather than simply question Quintus’s beliefs and that we can find examples of this in his argument to break the interdependence of fate and divination.[footnoteRef:26]  Cicero argues that even if we succumb to the idea of a determined, fated universe that can be predicted through divination, it remains a pointless endeavour because the future cannot be changed.  However, Nicholas Campion sees astrological divination differently, suggesting two plausible points of view for its development and use. He writes, ‘We should not assume that astrology itself is inherently deterministic; it can develop in opposition to determinism, seeking ways to manage the future rather than submit to it. Yet, the view of astrology emerging from a religious consciousness which was deeply embedded in a sense of unavoidable cosmic order is a plausible one.’[footnoteRef:27]   [26:  Goar, Robert J. "The Purpose of De Divinatione." Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 99 (1968): 241–48. https://doi.org/10.2307/2935842.]  [27:  Campion, Nicholas, A History of Western Astrology: pp 42-43] 


De Divinatione demonstrates that a sceptical approach fosters a deeper philosophical understanding of the nature of divination by recognising its limits, even if they evolve from a sphere into which it cannot fit. There is value and meaning to be found, even if it is discerning what something is empirically not the ‘absolute’ truth; knowledge and significance can emerge from philosophical scepticism, allowing us to grasp the limits of what things can achieve in the physical world. The issue arises when Cicero attempts to address the supernatural or spiritual in the same manner as the physical.  The metaphysical realm is unmeasurable, despite our efforts to connect it to the physical through documented events where omens or portents proved accurate since we cannot prove anything.
Nicholas Denyer argues in his paper 'The Case Against Divination: An Examination of Cicero's De Divinatione, that a significant problem of the Stoic approach to divination is by placing it within a scientific domain. The Stoics' inclusion of divination within a deterministic, scientific universe is problematic because its supernatural nature falls outside of natural law.[footnoteRef:28]  In this sense, Cicero’s argument makes clear why we cannot use scepticism as a valid form of enquiry regarding divination, as it negates everything that divination represents- whether it be an inner deep knowing, an intuitive soul-level recognition in a sign or a channelled god.  When we attempt to merge the psyche or soul with the physical, empirical world, we return to the rationally unsolvable mind/body problem. [28:  Denyer, Nicholas. 'The Case Against Divination: An Examination of Cicero's 'De Divinatione', Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, no. 31 (211) (1985), pp. 1-10. < http://www.jstor.org/stable/44696924>.] 


Cause and Effect/Fate and Freewill
For Cicero, external signs, for example, an olive tree in bloom, does not guarantee fruit; even when sound evidence exists in the natural world to presume an outcome, it can fail when other elements impact its unfolding, like the weather.[footnoteRef:29]  Here, Cicero negates the idea that divination has any causal effect. The unreliability of the senses and errors and biases in human interpretations also argue against the possibility of universal truth. This perspective places divination outside of Stoic philosophy, which posits a system of divine order. Additionally, fatalist Stoic beliefs undermine the concept of free will.  Cicero questions whether the future is predetermined and why we should bother with divination at all. What good is it to know how and when a life will end? What purpose does divination serve if the future is fixed and we cannot change the outcome? [29:  Ibid, p.387.] 


Additionally, Cicero argues that seers meddle with subjects of which they have no expertise.  He emphasises mathematicians and the study of celestial bodies, noting that the predictions of solar and lunar eclipses are founded upon the 'unvarying laws of nature.' This observation is noteworthy as it challenges the legitimacy of astrologers as a divinatory practice, arguing that seers are not mathematicians.  Mathematicians understand the motions of the planets through their knowledge of natural law, but the seers do not. We can scientifically predict the positions of planets, but to what value without interpretation?  Astrology requires a psyche, a mind that synthesises signs to bridge the gap between the purely physical and the divine.  Cicero finds issues with both types of divination. However, he grants greater legitimacy to expert augurs who possess knowledge of a divinatory system than to soothsayers or seers who channel or receive predictions through dreams.

P.J. Heather, in her paper, Divination, acknowledges that the desire to know future events and their outcomes is inherent in all of humankind; she writes: 'The wish to know what is going to happen is deeply rooted and widely spread among men.'[footnoteRef:30]  Its practice has always been adopted throughout all cultures in some form or another.  In this sense, we look to divination when we lack sufficient knowledge to make a choice, to know when to act, and when to retreat; we seek a form of knowledge greater than our rational capability, which, according to Cicero, leaves us open to, at best, interpretative error and, at worst, manipulation. According to Cicero, human desire to know or believe in divination allows the practice to be 'interfered' with when political motives come into play. For Cicero, since divination lacks rational or scientific validity and no 'proof' to indicate how it works, the augur can use his influence to sway public opinion in any direction he chooses without question.    [30:  P.J. Heather, ‘Divination’, Folklore 65 no. 1 (1954), p.10.] 


Conclusion

In  De Divinatione, Cicero undertakes a critical examination of the practice of divination from a philosophical perspective, with the intention of refuting its validity. He contends that divination lacks pertinence to state governance, as it is predicated on superstition rather than rational thought. Cicero underscores that, rather than relying on various forms of divination to forecast future occurrences, we should prioritise philosophical discourse, epistemology, logic, and scientific inquiry. He scrutinises the methodologies by which the state is governed, and his arguments illuminate the challenges associated with conflating the spiritual and supernatural realms with the physical world. Cicero ultimately concludes that divination has no place in state affairs at all.  
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