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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione
It is believed that the book De Divinatione was wrote or rather finished and published by Cicero in 45 BC
, as it is uncertain when Cicero began to write the book itself. The two books cover different viewpoints on divination and are supposed to be a discussion ‘between Cicero and his only brother Quintus, at Cicero’s country home at Tusculum.’
  Book One attempts to validate and support divination, whereas Book Two opposes the idea of divination and the arguments from Book One are torn apart. However, to avoid responsibility of attacking popular opinion Cicero writes both texts in the form of dialogue. In the two books references to other scholars of the time are used, though these appear to be mainly Greek and in the case of Book One some are from myth
. From this it can be argued that Cicero was attempting to base his argument on fact not just on theory. However, to analyse both books critically it is easier to look at them as two separate entities, tying the other book in only when necessary at first before drawing to any kind of conclusion about the book as a whole. 

Book One is based on the ideas of Cicero’s brother Quintus who is declared by Cicero to support divination.  The beginning of the Book addresses divination, what it is, what it has been called by the Greeks and changed to by the Romans, and what type of people believe (or can recognise signs of divination), which according to him can be anyone: 

Now I am aware of no people, however refined and learned or however savage and ignorant, which does not think that signs are given of future events, and that certain persons can recognize those signs and foretell events before they occur.
 

He regards divination as a worldly matter that everyone uses in some form or way, later backing his argument by referring to the Greeks who consulted an oracle before making any type of move whether in war or in politics
, referencing the Egyptians’ possible use of divination,
 as well as other neighbours
.  Although his work starts off strongly and there is evidence available to support his statements, no evidence or backing is given in the work directly, and a historian would have to seek out the evidence to these claims themselves. The fact he states ‘the same art is believed to have been acquired by the Egyptians’
 also demonstrates a limitation to his knowledge and perhaps even the knowledge the Romans may have regarding that particular area. 

What is commendable is that he makes sure to tie in the different forms of divination and makes the reader aware that there is not just one type before addressing what different varieties there are
. He addresses divination as a type of art form like that of medicine, and like medicine - though it may not always be able to produce a cure or in this case an answer - it does not stop it from being an art
. It is a well-placed opinion as he admits that divination isn’t always correct, and by not denying this does not give his opposition any grounds to use against him later. He instead uses it to his advantage to support divination and his definition of ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’
. By his definition divination is guess work: instead of knowing it will happen because of divine intervention informing an individual, the oracle or even the person (perhaps via dream) will have to guess what the sign means. It is not just sent by someone such as a divine being; the sign just happens upon the person in question and its timing cannot be controlled. However, it does not change the fact that his arguments for divination become weak in many ways through his own contradictions with his own definition.  In his summary of the argument he states:

If there are gods and they do not make clear to man in advance what the future will be, then they do not love man; or, they themselves do not know what the future will be; or, they think that it is of no advantage to man to know what it will be; or, they think it inconsistent with their dignity to give man forewarnings of the future; or, finally, they, though gods, cannot give intelligible signs of coming events.

By stating this he contradicts his own definition by saying that the gods are the ones who send the oracle or individual the “sign” and it therefore does not just happen upon the individual by chance. In contradicting his definition, he also undermines his entire argument, leaving it open to criticism, which is what Cicero later does, saying his brother puts forward a dangerous argument that makes belief in the existence of gods dependent on the belief of divination
.  

As well as this problem Quintus uses different examples in his work (something that scholar John Colin Dunlopand believes gives the work a great charm
), but by proceeding to have so many examples within his work he fails to go into detail on any specific one, which later is used against him. One example, concerning King Deiotarus, Cicero uses later to point out an incoherence in divinations principle.  Quintus states:


On one occasion after he had set out an a journey for which he had made careful plans beforehand, he returned home because of the warning given him by the flight of an eagle. The room in which he would have been staying, had he continued on his road, collapsed the very next night

It is understandable why Quintus uses this example as it is a form of divination. However, by the time in which Cicero proceeds to argue against divination in Book 2 he can use this example against Quintus. Quintus by now has contradicted his definition and it could be used against every example he has set nearly due to the lack of clarity to what he defines or classes divination as. Is this eagle a chance happening or is it a sign sent by the gods?  Without a clear-cut answer from Quintus the opposition could use this to their advantage by arguing either way when it suits their argument. Proceeding to discuss Book 2 of the De Divination it will be seen how Cicero argues against divination and uses this example to his advantage. 

In Book 2 Cicero regards divination as superstition but he is careful not to class disbelief in divination as also disbelief in the gods, shown by his comment discussed above against his brother’s dangerous argument. Following on from the example his brother made regarding King Deiotarus, Cicero seizes on the chance to demonstrate why divination is not applicable. In his eyes if it is destiny then warnings do not serve any purpose, as if it is fated to happen there is no avoiding it:

Of what advantage to me is divination if everything is ruled by Fate? On that hypothesis what the diviner predicts is bound to happen. Hence I do not know what to make of the fact that an eagle recalled our intimate friend Deiotarus from his journey; for if he had not turned back he must have been sleeping in the room when it was destroyed the following night, and therefore have been crushed in the ruins. And yet, if Fate had willed it, he would not have escaped that calamity; and vice versa

This could be applied to any form of divination as no matter how the sign occurs by god or chance it doesn’t matter what is meant to happen will. It is an interesting viewpoint that makes the reader think.

Perhaps what makes Cicero’s argument so strong is that his brother argues (especially when addressing divination of dreams) primarily from a stoic viewpoint in Book One. According to John B. F. Miller for Stoics, dreams have two forms: some are revelatory, giving premonitions of future events, and others are not, and this is what Cicero proceeds to attack due to what he considers a great weakness
. In his argument it does not make sense for some dreams to come from gods but others to arise naturally: they either all come from gods and therefore gods are responsible, or they arise from natural causes
. In a similar way to his brother Cicero does concede that sometimes dreams can come true but that this is merely a coincidence concluding that ‘Then let dreams, as a means of divination, be rejected along with the rest’
. The problem found here however is in a sense Cicero is also contradicting himself. If going by his brother’s original definition of divination, that it happens by chance, then in turn through conceding that dreams can come true by coincidence he is stating that there are grounds for divination. It is a problem both brothers seem to have but at least Cicero’s brother is clearly arguing for divination. Cicero himself seems to have an outright problem stating his disbelief for it; even at the end conclusion it seems he refuses to express his complete opinion on the matter: “Moreover, it is characteristic of the Academy to put forward no conclusions of its own…. and, without asserting any authority of its own, to leave the judgement of the inquirer wholly free.”
. This is probably to avoid angering readers, William Howitt states the work is ‘artfully written in dialogue, so that he might escape the responsibility of attacking popular opinion’
 and one it is easy to agree with how Cicero writes the dialogue it flows very well being mindful of others. 

Throughout the work Cicero and in his brother provide extensive references making sure to list different historic figures from different periods of time. Unfortunately, most of these references (in his work) have been lost in time and therefore anything that he states cannot be verified and proven to be fact and not simply word of mouth. Those sources that have not been completely lost are fragmented or have been translated numerous times. This means that most of what is reconstructed would have been based on theory which then turns to a fact that may or may not be even true, either that or the translation itself could be wrong
. Despite this, the critical role they play in assessing Cicero’s work is crucial since they are used to put his own point across. The way in which he has used them could be incorrect as he himself may have used them out of context, although without the full texts it is impossible to conclude. 

All in all, the De Divinatione can be useful in demonstrating a form of debate in ancient times and the viewpoints of two very different opinions. It also gives insight into the ancient world they lived in, who may or may not have influenced or agreed with them. Although the arguments have their own contradictions within and could be regarded as biased due to the nature of who wrote it (Cicero writing the entire two books), and the loss of text referenced, it is still very relevant and the arguments can still be referred to in modern debates about divination. Perhaps for the most part Book One’s argument is viewed as weak by scholars such as John D Lyons
 because Cicero’s counters are so well thought out and strong. But that does not change the fact historians have access to both books and it does not change the amount of contradictions laid out to see by both brothers. Due to this it cannot be confirmed completely that Cicero was in fact against divination as J. A. I. Champion states ‘While Cicero in De Divinatione revealed a more explicit disbelief in the ceremonies of Roman religion, this did not imply that he argued for the end of such ritual.’
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