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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione (On Divination)
De Divinatione by Marcus Tullius Cicero (106 BC – 43 BC) a lawyer, consul of the Roman Republic, orator and philosopher is a text in two parts examining the arguments for and against the veracity of the Roman methods and practices of divination.[footnoteRef:1] The author of many books, Cicero wrote De Divinatione following his work De Natura Deorum and states that it was to compare the arguments for and against divination in the same way that he had examined arguments about the gods in De Natura Deorum.[footnoteRef:2] The translator of this version, W A Falconer (1869–1927) believed it to have been completed around August 45 B.C. and notes in his introduction that the work was partly written before the assassination of Julius Caesar on 15th March 44 B.C. but finished afterwards. In Book I Quintus refers to a an incident in which the death of Caesar was possibly foretold through haruspicy , and in Book II Caesar is referred to as now ‘lately deceased’  and ‘he would be put to death’, therefore if the text was started while Julius Caesar was still alive Cicero must have gone back to insert the examples of divination relating to Caesars assassination.[footnoteRef:3] At the time De Divinatione was written Cicero was living in Rome, having retired from public life.   [1:   Cicero, M.T.  On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trans.), Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923)]  [2:  De Div. 1, 4,7, p.231]  [3:  De Div. I, 52 118-119 p.353
  De Div. II, 47, 99, p.482
  De Div.11, 9, 23, p.395] 

De Divinatione is divided into two books which at their basic level are the arguments for and against the validity of divination, the argument in the first book being presented by Cicero’s brother Quintus and in the second book the argument against it being presented by Marcus Cicero himself. The use of dialogue is a literary device and Cicero had used it before in De Natura Deorum. It was a convenient way for him as author to present both sides of an argument. Mary Beard suggests that by using his brother as the opposing voice to his own he presents both sides with equal merit.[footnoteRef:4] However, Malcolm Schofield argues that the choice of a younger less well known brother may suggest Cicero’s belief that the argument for divination was the inferior one.[footnoteRef:5] As Beard points out, as the author, Cicero had a wide range of characters he could have chosen to present the opposing voice.[footnoteRef:6] Cicero’s choice of his brother therefore is a significant factor which can and has been viewed in contrasting ways. Presenting the arguments in a dialogue form achieves a clarity in the debate which a single discourse from one voice only could not.  If the text had been presented that way, the argument that Cicero puts more forcefully, against divination, may have appeared condescending and not suggested to the reader the that they should be considering both sides of the argument. The final lines of Book II appear to be Cicero’s intentions as he states that [4:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse.’ The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76, (1986), p. 44.]  [5:  M. Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, p. 57.]  [6:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination ‘p. 45] 

    ‘ it is characteristic of the Academy to put forward no conclusions of its own, but to approve those which seem 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 enquirer  wholly free’.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  De Div.11,72,150, p.559
] 

Beard suggests that there is more to the use of dialogue and that it is a ‘depersonalizing, distancing device’ and allows Cicero to avoid identification with one view.[footnoteRef:8]  Schofield argues that Cicero chose the form and structure of De Divinatione because he believed that there was validity on the debate on divination and if he did not believe this then his reasons for giving his work the form it has ‘ become more opaque’.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  M. Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination.’ p.43.]  [9:   Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), 47-65.] 

 In addition to the two book dialogue form, Cicero also describes the debate as if it was a genuine discussion between him and his brother, writing that it took place recently at his Tusculum villa and started during a stroll to his gymnasium.[footnoteRef:10] Quintus tells Cicero that he has just finished reading the third book of his De Natura Deorum and it has made him question his religious beliefs. Cicero uses this device to place De Divinatione as a continuation of De Natura Deorum. He also is creating a relaxed non-confrontational tone for the reader – here are two brothers quietly debating, but both with an informed and cultured tone, their personal beliefs. There is nothing confrontational or detrimental to the Roman state or constitution.  [10:  De Div. I 5, 8, p 231] 

Cicero was a member the collegiate of Augurs in Rome a position that had been in place through the period of the Roman Kingdom, the republic and the empire. Cicero described in De Re Publica how he approved of religion, which in Rome included state organised rites and rituals of augury because it contributed to the stability of the state.[footnoteRef:11] There were other writers and philosophers in the Classical period who had written on divination. Cicero, a scholar and educated Roman who had had access to libraries in Italy and Greece was familiar with these various works and listed the various views either in support or denial or more nuanced as some supported particular kinds of divinatory practices while dismissing others in the opening section of Book 1.[footnoteRef:12] Addey has observed that there was also a body of literature that recorded the pronouncements of Oracles.[footnoteRef:13] Cicero was therefore aware that he was adding to a body of existing work and was not a lone advocate for an examination of the validity of divinatory practices. Cicero was, as argued by Schofield, at the forefront of the first attempts by Roman’s to analyse their religion customs and beliefs.[footnoteRef:14]. Beard, North and Price have stated that Cicero’s work is the oldest surviving Latin text to present an analytical or sceptical view of Roman religion.[footnoteRef:15] Book 1 of De Divinatione demonstrates the Stoic attitudes towards divination which the Stoic adherent Chrysippus argued could be demonstrated as true but only of man’s fate was pre –ordained as this was the only way that a diviner could possible ascertain what would happen in the future and knowledge of future events created behaviours that would then work towards the predicted outcome[footnoteRef:16]. In Book II, Marcus Cicero’s counter argument to Book 1 is based on New Academy philosophy which commenced with Carneades in 155 B.C. but as stated by Falconer, Carneades left no writings, Cicero may have followed Clitomachus (187/6–110/9 BC).[footnoteRef:17] Beard argues that as shown in the final section of Book II Cicero did not actually put forward a Ciceronian viewpoint. Cicero argued that his adherence to Academic philosophy allowed him to choose beliefs and doctrines from various rival philosophical schools and Beard suggests that the reading of Book II as Cicero’s rebuttal of the veracity of divination is incorrect as he has not directed the reader to a final conclusion as he does in De Senectute and De Officiis. [footnoteRef:18] [11:  Marcus, T Cicero, De Re Publica, Trans. Trans. Clinton W. Keyes, Loeb Classical Library 213, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1928).11,1, 14,26,27,p.135]  [12:  De Div. 1 3.5-7, pp.227-230.]  [13:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neo-Platonism: Oracles of the gods, Farnham: Ashgate (2014), p.13.]  [14:   M. Beard, J. North, S. Price, Religions of Rome Volume 1, a History (Cambridge University Press, 2009) p. 116.]  [15:  M. Beard, J. North, S. Price, Religions of Rome Volume 1, p. 150.]  [16:  M. Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, p. 49. ]  [17:  W A Falconer in Cicero, M.T.  On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trans.), Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,  1923), p 217.
]  [18:  M. Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination.’ p.35.] 

In Book 1 of De Divinatione the opening paragraph refers to the ancient belief in divination and that it is a general agreement of the Roman people and all the nations that some kind of divination exists among men.[footnoteRef:19] The dialogue of Quintus Cicero sets out his understanding and belief in divination, that there are two kinds of divination, one based on art and the other nature.[footnoteRef:20] The art or artificial category consists of soothsayers, interpreters of prodigies and lightenings, augurs, astrologers and oracles. The natural category consists of dreams and visions seen in a frenzy.  These were the beliefs of the Stoic school of philosophy. Book I has numerous examples of successful divinations drawn from contemporary or near contemporary instances such as the fate of Julius Caesar and Pompey and also refers on frequent occasions to Homeric myth and stories concerning the founding of Rome. These are subjects and incidents that Cicero’s audience would be very familiar with. By using very well-known examples Cicero makes it easy for his audience to understand the first stage of the argument. One of the incidents Quintus refers to is a dream related to him by Cicero himself and this therefore adds extra weight for an audience as by recounting it although voiced by Quintus, Cicero is acknowledging that at the time, he believed it to be a genuine divination. [footnoteRef:21] In Book II however, Cicero argues that as it is the only dream of its kind he has ever had, it is not evidence for dreams being divinatory.[footnoteRef:22]  [19:   De Div. I, I, I, p 223.]  [20:  De Div. I, 6, 12, p.235.]  [21:  De Div. I, 28,59, pp 290,291]  [22:  De Div. II, 68,142, p529.] 

The case set out against divination in Book II has been described by Malcom Schofield as ‘knockabout’.[footnoteRef:23] What Schofield is referring to is the assertive way in which Cicero makes his case against some of the examples provided by Quintus. Quintus referred to the crowing of cocks being taken as a sign of victory, but Marcus’ rejoinder is that cocks always crow, and it would have been a proper sign if fish had been crowing. He annihilates the examples given in support of divination with a common-sense or sceptical counter to each argument which Denyer has neatly summarised as being of seven types: triviality , arbitrariness, being unsystematic, having national differences, ‘punlike’ connections, being ambiguous or having contrary interpretations and marvellous portents being subjective. [footnoteRef:24] Cicero has considered and presents a sharp retort to the examples of divination put forward in Part I.  [23:  M. Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, Journal of Roman Studies 76,   (1986), p. 54.]  [24:  N. Denyer, The case against divination: An examination of Cicero's De Divinatione. Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, 31 (1985), 6-10 doi:10.1017/S0068673500004715.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Schofield argues that Cicero had invested a lot of energy and ingenuity into both books of De Divinatione and that this is because his intellectual sympathies are engaged.[footnoteRef:25] Cicero is certainly very interested in his subject, his list of divinatory incidents and the counter argument to each are extensive . As an augur in the Roman state this must have been a subject that he had become involved with and ties in with his work on the nature of the gods, his interest in Greek philosophy and the unfolding interest and engagement of intellectual Romans with their own religious beliefs and practices. Cicero lived in a difficult and turbulent period in Roman history. His engagement with religion belief and the veracity of divination may have been a result of anxieties he felt about the future. His adherence to the Academic stance of presenting arguments from all sides but leaving his reader to make up their own mind, suggests that Beard and Schofield are both correct in their assessment that Book II of De Divinatione is not simply Cicero’s attack on divinatory practices. The form, structure and contents are used to present a thorough examination of the evidence for and against and Cicero is displaying all the evidence for his reader to form their own view.      [25:  M. Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, p. 55. 
] 
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