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A critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione

Word count: 3094

This essay will consider the arguments made by Cicero against divination in the second book of his work De Divinatione.[footnoteRef:1] Starting with brief consideration of the philosophical context of Cicero’s arguments against divination, the essay will examine his various arguments and their basis in philosophy, especially natural philosophy. Cicero’s arguments against divination as a process of creating meaning and in connection with broader concepts of the divine will also be evaluated. [1:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Senectute De Amicitia; De Divinatione, trans. by William Armistead Falconer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923)] 


	Cicero wrote De Divinatione in 44 BCE, making it the ‘first surviving ancient work devoted specifically to divination,’ as Michael Flower has noted.[footnoteRef:2] The importance of the work is reinforced by Jörg Rüpke, who states that ‘Cicero’s treatise On divination is the single most important source for our knowledge of Greek and Roman divination.’[footnoteRef:3] At the time of writing, Cicero was unable to take an active role in Roman politics and therefore turned to philosophy as a way to ‘do good to as many people as possible and thereby prevent any interruption of my service to the State,’[footnoteRef:4] as he explains in the opening of Book II of De Divinatione. In terms of the choice of subject, De Divinatione forms part of a series of writings around theology, beginning with De Natura Deorum[footnoteRef:5] and continuing with a planned later work on fate. As Matthew Fox has explored, divination was ‘one of the fundamental institutions of Roman political life,’[footnoteRef:6] so that for Cicero ‘a radical scrutiny and critique of divination as it was practised in mid first-century Rome and some innovative thinking about the limits of prediction were part of the brief,’ as Federico Santangelo has suggested.[footnoteRef:7] [2:  Michael Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), p.84.]  [3:  Jörg Rüpke, Playing with the Gods: Materiality of Religious Communication and Ludic Materiality in Cicero’s Critique of Divination, Kernos, 35, 2022, p. 46.]  [4:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.1, p.371.]  [5:  Cicero, Marcus Tullius, De Natura Deorum Academica, trans. by H. Rackham, revised (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933)]  [6:  Fox, Matthew, Cicero’s Philosophy of History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 209. ]  [7:  Federico Santangelo, Divination, Prediction and the End of the Roman Republic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 14.] 


Divination in context: knowledge and philosophy

Cicero begins the second book of De Divinatione with an exploration of divination in the context of different areas of knowledge. This argument is framed in the specific context of the Stoic approach taken by Quintus in the first book of De Divinatione. Book II takes an approach based on the scepticism of the Academy. As Joseph DiFilippo has explored in his examination of Cicero and the Stoic approach to divination, the Stoics saw knowledge as being derived ultimately from the senses, whereas Cicero takes inspiration from the academician Carneades who he reports as asking ‘Is there some quality… that we can better perceive with the aid of prophecy and inspiration than we can with the aid of the senses alone?’[footnoteRef:8] Developing the argument that divination does not contribute to any other kind of knowledge, he goes through different areas of knowledge in some detail, including science, art, medicine and philosophy.[footnoteRef:9] Ultimately, he argues that ‘divination is not applicable in any case where knowledge is gained through the senses.’[footnoteRef:10] As Rüpke notes, ‘The argument is a negative one, demonstrating that no field of knowledge… could benefit from divination.’[footnoteRef:11] This initial argument against divination as a whole sets the context of a ‘rhetoric of cross-examination’ as Malcolm Schofield has described it, affirming that ‘Book I invokes experience… Book II is an exercise in sceptical reason.’[footnoteRef:12] The arguments used here by Cicero can therefore be seen as part of a broader philosophical goal, as well as in their own right.  [8:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.9, p.379.]  [9:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.10-11, pp.379-381.]  [10:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.9, p.379.]  [11:  Jörg Rüpke, Playing with the Gods, p.49.]  [12:  Malcolm Schofield, Cicero for and against Divination. The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76, 1986, p.55.] 


Arguments based on philosophy and logic: the example of chance

Many of Cicero’s arguments are based on the premise that divination is not logical or makes no rational sense, noting at one point that ‘Myths should have no place in philosophy.’[footnoteRef:13] He gives examples of divination as illogical, for example stating that it ‘makes prophets out of birds that wander aimlessly about.’[footnoteRef:14] As Schofield  summarises ‘The case against [divination] appeals constantly to reason, and especially to the irrationality of supposing that the experiences which advocates of divination rely upon are to be explained as cases of divination rather than in some more humdrum way.’[footnoteRef:15] As will be seen, explanations based on ‘more humdrum’ ways of being are a key strategy used by Cicero throughout Book II. [13:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.80, p. 461.]  [14:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.80, p. 461.]  [15:  Malcolm Schofield, Cicero for and against Divination, p.51.] 


A key example of logical arguments is Cicero’s exploration of the nature of chance, questioning the definition of divination given by Quintus in Book I; ‘What, then is this thing you call divination – this ‘foreknowledge of things that happen by chance’ – and where is it employed?’[footnoteRef:16] Cicero challenges the reasoning process used in prediction, noting that even experts like physicians, pilots and generals who make forecasts based on ‘reasonable and probable conjecture’[footnoteRef:17] are sometimes mistaken, in which case how can knowledge based on divination be relied upon; ‘how can anything be foreseen that has no cause and no distinguishing mark of its coming?’[footnoteRef:18] Asking ‘on what law of nature do such prophecies depend?’[footnoteRef:19] he anticipates many of his later arguments on specific forms of divination by appealing to natural philosophy. Continuing by stating that ‘it is not in the power of god himself to know what event is going to happen accidentally and by chance,’[footnoteRef:20] he does seem to admit the existence of chance and as Robert Goar has observed, ‘it does not trouble Cicero to admit that god is not totally prescient.’[footnoteRef:21] Cicero continues however by using the existence of god to argue that chance does not in fact exist; ‘for if [god] knows, then the event is certain to happen; but if it is certain to happen, chance does not exist.’[footnoteRef:22] Cicero therefore carries the argument to its logical conclusion, asking ‘if there is no such thing as chance, what room is there for… divination.’[footnoteRef:23] Cicero’s arguments against divination in the context of chance therefore seek to refute specific arguments made by Quintus in Book I, following step by step to discredit them with a combination of logical reasoning alongside references to natural philosophy and also to the divine, both of which  will now be discussed in more detail. [16:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.5, p. 385.]  [17:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.16, p. 387.]  [18:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.17, p. 389.]  [19:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.18, p. 389.]  [20:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.18, p. 389.]  [21:  Goar, Robert J. The Purpose of De Divinatione. Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, vol. 99, 1968, p. 243.]  [22:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.18, p. 389.]  [23:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.20, p. 391.] 


Arguments based on natural philosophy

Cicero often takes a logical or rational approach based on the laws of nature in his arguments, to the point that Lynn Thorndike has stated that whilst Cicero ‘makes other arguments… his outstanding argument is that [divination] is unscientific.’[footnoteRef:24] Cicero regularly questions the connection of divinatory experience with the evidence of physical reality, asking for example in the context of signs, ‘But what relationship have they with the laws of nature?’[footnoteRef:25] Later on he notes that ‘whatever comes into existence… must needs find its cause in nature; … even though it may be contrary to experience, it cannot be contrary to nature.’[footnoteRef:26] Once again he takes a logical approach, exhorting his readers to ‘explore the cause… of every strange thing that excites your astonishment’ and to ‘employ the principles of natural philosophy to banish the fear which the novelty of the apparition may have occasioned.’[footnoteRef:27] His argument here is simply that whilst some events may be more unusual than others, all have a natural cause of some kind. As Frank Cabrera has suggested in his probability-based exploration of De Divinatione, this implies that Cicero sees “natural” explanations as preferable, since ‘overall, they have a higher probability given the evidence than divinatory explanations.’[footnoteRef:28] However the counter-argument to this is that it is exactly in the case of events or experiences for which there seems to be no natural cause that divination is necessary, as Nicholas Denyer has explained: ‘The very fields in which divination is to operate are defined as those for which we have no science.’[footnoteRef:29] [24:  Lynn Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science, Volume 1 (of 2), p. 272.
Original publication: United States: Columbia University Press, 1923, Project Gutenberg 
https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/67792/pg67792-images.html Accessed 6/2/2025]  [25:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.33, p. 405.]  [26:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.60, p. 439.]  [27:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.60, p. 439.]  [28:  Frank Cabrera, Evidence and explanation in Cicero's On Divination, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part A, Volume 82, 2020, p. 38.]  [29:  Nicholas Denyer, The Case Against Divination: An Examination Of Cicero’s ‘De Divinatione, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, no. 31 (211), 1985, p. 3. ] 


This approach has been referred to by Cabrera as the ‘strategy of alternative explanations,’[footnoteRef:30] in that Cicero takes each of Quintus’s arguments in favour of divination and seeks an alternative, ‘more humdrum,’ explanation. For example, he explains the fulfilment of a prophecy about Lake Albanus overflowing as the water being ‘drawn off through irrigation ditches – not to save… the city but to improve the farming lands.’[footnoteRef:31] Joseph DeFilippo has also noted this strategy of offering ‘equally plausible alternative explanations,’ giving the example of Cicero’s examination of divination by lightning.[footnoteRef:32] Cicero first questions whether genuine observation has taken place as Quintus claims, then offers the alternative explanation that lightning was seen as meaningful because from ‘the wonder and fear first excited by  primitive man… sprang his belief that these phenomena were caused by omnipotent Jove’ before giving a material explanation of lightning as being caused by ‘clouds being broken up by cold winds.’ [footnoteRef:33] Cicero therefore gives a range of alternative explanations which ‘give a plausible case against the empirical ground of the [divinatory] claim,’ as DeFilippo has explained.[footnoteRef:34]   [30:  Cabrera, Evidence and explanation in Cicero's On Divination, p. 37.]  [31:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.69, p. 449.]  [32:  Joseph G. DeFilippo, ‘Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination’, in Philodorema: Essays in Greek and Roman Philosophy in Honor of Philip Mitsis, ed. by David Konstan and David Sider (Dakota Dunes: Parnassos Press - Fonte Aretusa, 2022), p.324. ]  [33:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.42 p. 417.]  [34:  DeFilippo, Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination, p. 325.] 


Cicero also bases his arguments on issues around causality, an approach which has been referred to by Cabrera as the ‘causal-nomological argument.’ As Cabrera explains, Cicero rejects ‘divination because there is no plausible causal-nomological connection between the signs identified by diviners and the outcomes foretold,’[footnoteRef:35] so that Cicero asks for example ‘what natural tie… can there be between a cleft in a liver and a petty addition to my purse?’[footnoteRef:36] Likewise in his discussion of dream divination, Cicero asks ‘But what natural band of union is there between dreams… and treasures, legacies, public office and many other things.’[footnoteRef:37] Quintus has in fact anticipated this argument in Book 1, stating that knowing the cause is less important than the divinatory outcome; ‘it behoves us… to examine the results rather than the causes.’[footnoteRef:38] Cicero however rejects this approach, exclaiming ‘Are not the natural philosophers ashamed to utter such nonsense?’[footnoteRef:39] Rather than offering an alternative explanation, Cicero points out in these cases that there is no logical explanation, so that the critique of divination still is based on natural philosophy, but expressed according to a different form of logical argument.  [35:  Cabrera, Evidence and explanation in Cicero's On Divination, p. 39.]  [36:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.34, p. 409.]  [37:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.143, p. 529.]  [38:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 1.12, p. 235. ]  [39:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.33, p. 407.] 


Divinatory systems and sources of meaning

Several of Cicero’s arguments against divination are based on questions around the source or origin of divinatory systems, and of the universality of those systems. For example, he notes that there are regional differences in interpretations, stating that ‘there is no uniformity of practice’[footnoteRef:40] between soothsayers and that ‘augury as practised among foreign nations’[footnoteRef:41] works differently and is done differently to augury in Rome, so that ‘there is no uniformity, and no consistent and constant agreement between augurs.’[footnoteRef:42] However as Flower has pointed out, ‘one could make the counter assertion that the gods communicate to different peoples in different ways. When devising their coded messages the gods take local customs into account.’[footnoteRef:43] This approach of beginning with criticism of non-Roman sources may also be a deliberate strategy, as Rüpke has suggested, arguing that ‘As a rhetorician, Marcus picks out an easy game, often suspicious foreigners, only to build afterwards on the generalization of the easy-to-belief critique established on those targets.’[footnoteRef:44] This strategy can be seen for example in Cicero’s consideration of different approaches to augury, in which he begins by noting that other nations use methods which are ‘not so artificial as they are superstitious’,[footnoteRef:45] then goes on to consider augury as used in the Roman military.  [40:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.28, p. 403.]  [41:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.76, p. 457.]  [42:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.82, p. 463.]  [43:  Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece, p. 113.]  [44:  Jörg Rüpke, Playing with the Gods, p. 48.]  [45:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.76, p. 457.] 


Turning to specific systems of divination and the meanings encoded in them, Cicero notes an apparent contradiction in the divinatory meaning of lightning, usually seen as the ‘best of auspices’ except that ‘when Jove thunders or lightens it is impious to hold an election,’ going on to suggest that ‘this was ordained, perhaps, from reasons of political expediency.’[footnoteRef:46] Elsewhere he asks ‘why was the power granted to some birds to give a favourable omen when on the left side and others when on the right?’[footnoteRef:47] summarising by enquiring ‘in view then of the differences… need I assert that divination is compounded of a little error, a little superstition, and a good deal of fraud?’[footnoteRef:48] The implication here is that the lack of consistency makes the knowledge offered by divination unreliable at best. However, as Denyer has noted, the argument that divination is invalid because it is unsystematic can also be challenged. He gives the example of language, in which a single word can have more than one meaning, asking ‘why should divine utterances be any more systematic?’[footnoteRef:49] This argument is affirmed by Schofield, who states that ‘The arbitrariness of the signs is no obstacle to their serving as reasonable instruments of communication.’[footnoteRef:50] [46:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.43, p. 417.]  [47:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.80, p. 461.]  [48:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.83, p. 465.]  [49:  Denyer, The Case against Divination, p. 7.]  [50:  Malcolm Schofield, Cicero for and against Divination, p. 63.] 


Cicero also questions the origins of divination by arguing against its basis in observation. For example, in discussing soothsaying, he queries ‘How long, pray, did the observations last? How could the observations have continued for a long time?’[footnoteRef:51] Likewise in his consideration of dream divination he reminds Quintus of his claim that through long observation of dreams ‘an art has been evolved,’ asking, ‘it is possible, I suppose, to observe dreams?’[footnoteRef:52] Once again, in questioning the supposedly empirical basis of Stoic approaches to divination, Cicero is using ‘argumentative techniques typical of the Academy’ which as DeFilippo has suggested,  ‘raises questions about the real nature of what the Stoics claim to have observed.’[footnoteRef:53]  [51:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.28, p. 401.]  [52:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.146, p. 533.]  [53:  DeFilippo, Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination, p. 326.] 


All of these arguments can be seen as critiques of the process of creating or assigning meaning, which Cicero also questions. For example, he notes that events become seen as portents because ‘after they have happened they are brought within the field of prophecy by some interpretation.’[footnoteRef:54] Likewise in discussing dreams, he suggests that meaning is only found in dreams because people ‘tell their visions to interpreters of visions.’[footnoteRef:55] His critique here is that the meaning is “invented” or is found through the process of looking for it, rather than being implicit in the event itself. Denyer gives the counter-argument that this process in itself is what makes divination possible, noting that ‘Understanding these events is a matter of understanding a message, a communication,’[footnoteRef:56] since according to the Stoic view, the events were sent by gods to give a particular message. Denyer notes that in this case, divination is not a science but ‘a branch of applied semiotics, concerned with understanding the utterances of the gods.’[footnoteRef:57] However DiFilippo has again questioned this approach, suggesting that Cicero has sufficiently undermined the Stoic understanding of divination to the point that ‘there is no good reason to think that the signs have any meaning.’[footnoteRef:58] Cicero’s arguments are once again based on logic and an assumption of divination as a natural science, which can be questioned. [54:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.66, p. 445.]  [55:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.122, p. 509.]  [56:  Denyer, The Case against Divination, p. 5.]  [57:  Denyer, The Case against Divination, p. 10.]  [58:  DeFilippo, Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination, p. 326.] 


The “divine” in divination: references to the gods and religion

As has been touched on above, many of Cicero’s arguments refer to the gods who are apparently sending the messages received as divination. For example, in the case of divination by thunder, as referenced above, he notes that not all incidences of thunder are seen as meaningful, and comments that ‘it is passing strange, if Jupiter warns us by means of thunderbolts, that he sends so many to no purpose.’[footnoteRef:59] This argument combines both a reference to natural philosophy and a comment on the seemingly irrational nature of divinatory meanings, bringing together at least two of the strategies against divination discussed above. [59:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.45, p. 419.] 


Cicero also questions the implications of divinatory practices for the nature or qualities of the gods. For example, in discussing the offering of sacrifices, he asks ‘Is it not strange fickleness of the gods to threaten disaster in the first set of entrails and to promise a blessing in the next?’[footnoteRef:60] Similarly in his exploration of dream divination, he asks ‘what do the gods mean by sending us in our dreams visions which we cannot understand’ going on to conclude that ‘obscure messages by means of dreams are utterly inconsistent with the dignity of gods.’[footnoteRef:61] Cicero also uses this argument against official Roman practices of augury, referring to the practice of deciding omens based on the movements of chickens, exclaiming ‘These, then, are the messengers of Jove!’ and asking ‘How can there be anything divine about an auspice so forced and exhorted?’[footnoteRef:62] As Cabrera has suggested, in these cases ‘such explanations require ascribing attitudes, dispositions, and goals to the gods that they are unlikely to possess, in virtue of being gods.’[footnoteRef:63] Cabrera goes on to comment that Cicero makes little commentary on ‘crucial theological premises [so that]… Marcus’ proto-naturalistic critique of divination is held hostage to philosophical theology.’[footnoteRef:64] A contradiction can therefore be seen between Cicero’s sceptical approach to divination and his acceptance of ‘crucial theological premises.’ This ambiguity can be seen most clearly at the end of De Divinatione, when Cicero admits that ‘the celestial order and the beauty of the universe compel me to confess that there is some excellent and eternal Being.’[footnoteRef:65] Cicero rejects divination as a form of superstition but clarifies that ‘the destruction of superstition does not mean the destruction of religion.’[footnoteRef:66] As Santangelo confirms, whilst divination plays a key role in Roman religion, its power can be questioned, so that ‘religio is about a controlled, reflective process of engagement with the gods; divinatio does not fall within its remit, and it risks turning into superstitio unless it is kept in check.’[footnoteRef:67] This has been seen as a flaw in Cicero’s arguments against divination, for example by Denyer who argues that ‘If [divination] is to be attacked successfully it must therefore be attacked on theological grounds.’[footnoteRef:68] Cicero’s arguments against divination can therefore be seen to fulfil his original purpose of ‘doing good to as many people as possible’ by arguing against superstition, whilst admitting some ambiguity around the nature and role of the gods themselves. [60:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.38, p. 413.]  [61:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.131-132, p. 519.]  [62:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.72, p. 453.]  [63:  Cabrera, Evidence and explanation in Cicero's On Divination, p.38.]  [64:  Cabrera, Evidence and explanation in Cicero's On Divination, p.39.]  [65:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.148, p. 537.]  [66:  Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.148, p. 537.]  [67:  Santangelo, Divination, Prediction and the End of the Roman Republic, p. 32.]  [68:  Denyer, The Case against Divination, p. 9.] 


Conclusion

	This essay has explored Cicero’s arguments against divination in his work De Divinatione. Following a brief introduction to the work, divination was situated in the context of different forms of knowledge, giving a philosophical overview of Cicero’s arguments against divination. Philosophical arguments based on logic were shown in Cicero’s strategy of ‘cross-examining’ the arguments of Quintus from Book 1, as was seen in the discussion around divination and chance. Cicero was shown to follow a logical process to refute the arguments step by step, making reference to natural philosophy and the divine. The arguments based on natural philosophy were then examined in more detail, and were seen to take two forms, either that of alternative explanations, or a lack of alternative explanation based on a lack of rational causality. Arguments critiquing the sources of divinatory meaning were then considered and were again seen to be based on a combination of logical explanations and natural philosophy. Arguments around the nature of the divine were also examined and were found to show some ambiguity in that assumptions were made about the nature of the gods, with the existence of the gods not being questioned in the same way. Cicero’s arguments against divination were shown to be aimed specifically at superstition, and could therefore be said to be successful insofar as they show that divination can be challenged by logic and by natural philosophy, whilst leaving some ambiguity by sidestepping, as Denyer notes, the attack on ‘theological grounds.’
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