[image: image1.png]PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





Postgraduate/Distance Learning 

Assignment coversheet & feedback form
THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by the student:

	Student Name: Jacob William Blewett


	Module code: HPCA7027
Module title: Cosmology, Magic, and Divination

	Student ID number: 2210516
	Educational support needs:

No

	Module tutor: Dr Dorian Greenbaum, Dr Dawn Collins, Dr Crystal Addey
Assignment due date: 20/03/2023, Differentiated Deadline 03/04/2023

	If your module has multiple submissions please indicate which piece of work this is.

1st x FORMCHECKBOX 
    2nd   FORMCHECKBOX 
     3rd   FORMCHECKBOX 
      4th  FORMCHECKBOX 
      5th  FORMCHECKBOX 
      6th  FORMCHECKBOX 


	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.

Signed …Jacob W Blewett…………………………………………………………
Email submission: if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box x□
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	Assignment Mark
1st Marker’s Provisional mark

2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark

Agreed Internal Mark: 

External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)
Final Mark

NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.
For completion by Marker 1 :

Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:



	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	AGREED INTERNAL MARK (where necessary):

Comment on process of arriving at agreed mark:


	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)



	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:


A Critical Review of Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De defectu oraculorum (On the Obsolescence of Oracles)
A multiplicity of philosophical and religious frameworks co-extant and in engagement in the archaic period, classical period, and antiquity of Greece contextualise records of significant debate on oracular and divinatory traditions represented in ancient textual sources (Simonetti, 2017). Defined here as any attempt to gain information on a given question from a power or being with understanding beyond the perception of the human petitioner, divination’s necessary processes, internal logic, and validity are supported and contested by a diversity of thinkers in the historical record (see Greenbaum, 2020; Swerdlow, 1999). 

This paper will critically review the place of Plutarch’s De defectu oraculorum within this tradition of debate by reference to its arguments in favour of the validity of divinatory practices in the context of a perceived reduction by Plutarch and contemporaries in oracular practitioners at time of writing (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b). Initially, a critical introduction to the source and author will be provided: Plutarch’s background and the socio-political and religious contexts in which he wrote will be summarised, and the source itself – its provenance, the time at which it was written in Plutarch’s life and broader socio-political history, its context as part of Plutarch’s Moralia – examined (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b; Jones, 1966). Following this, the central arguments Plutarch (1936b) presents for the continuing relevance and validity of Greco-Roman oracular and divinatory traditions will be outlined. Throughout this review, Plutarch’s arguments will be critically reviewed by reference to contemporary scholarship. Several topics considered in the dialogue – the conflation of Apollo and the sun; the possibility of a Platonist ‘God’ in multiple worlds – will not be elucidated in detail only as this essay seeks to identify solely Plutarch’s most significant defenses of divinatory practices (Miller, 1997).

Contextualising Plutarch
A philosopher and biographer writing in the latter 1st and early 2nd century CE, Plutarch – to Jillions (2020, 113) – ‘straddled’ multiple political and philosophical worlds: “the first and second centuries, Greece and Rome, the rational and the mystical” (Karamanolis, 2010). Hailing from and strongly associated with Chaeronia near Delphi in Boeotia, Greece at the height of Roman imperial power, Plutarch’s academic background was strongly influenced by Greek and Roman culture – both distinct and hybridised (Hutnyk, 2005; Jillions, 2020).


Plutarch and Platonism

Born c. 45-47 CE, Plutarch – or L. Mestrius Plutarchus – testifies in the Moralia (On the E at Delphi) that his earliest philosophical education was in Athens under the tutelage of the Platonist Ammonius, a contributor to the dialogue in De defectu oraculorum (Alexander, 2018; Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936a; Karamanolis, 2010). Karamanolis (2010), argues that Plutarch’s most significant philosophical contributions – among them the Moralia – show strong influence from the Platonist tradition in which he was educated, notably in an interest in metaphysics. 

Platonist philosophical tradition, at the time of Plutarch’s writing, was indebted to a 1st century BCE consolidation of thought influenced by Plato by Antiochus and Eudorus, as well as earlier thinkers such as Speusippus and Xenocrates (Gerson, 2005; Karamanolis, 2010). Briefly, Platonism as exhibited in Plutarch’s work includes an engagement with the theory of abstract objects or Forms from which the objects of the intelligible, sensory world are derived; the production of the world through interaction between a unified creator-god and the ‘Indefinite Dyad’ to which disorder, multiplicity, and change are ascribed according to Plato’s Timaeus; ethical virtue through rationality; the platonic concepts of fate and agency; and, notably, the use of dialectics to develop and explain philosophical thought as in the Moralia (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936a; 1936b; Brenk, 2009; 2016; Cornford, 2014; Gerson, 2005; Karamanolis, 2010).


Plutarch’s Career: Delphi and Rome

His education in Athens may also have encouraged Plutarch’s engagement with Roman culture and philosophy; Stadter (2014, 14) suggests that Plutarch’s early experiences in Chaeronea under Roman colonisation were “oppressive”, but that Ammonius’ civic role and engagement with imperial officials likely encouraged an interest in Roman philosophical and political tradition. This interest would be further developed during significant visits to Rome as a philosopher, teacher, and political representative of Boeotia and Delphi (Brenk, 2016; Jillions, 2020; Stadter, 2014) 

Acknowledging the influence of his time in Athens and Rome, it should be understood that Plutarch likely spent the vast majority of his life and career in Boeotia – either in his native Chaeronea or Delphi (Karamanolis, 2010). During his time in Delphi Plutarch would engage with a ritual and liturgical practice that would come to colour and contextualise De defectu oraculorum as well as the other ‘Delphic Dialogues’ in the Moralia: for up to 25 to 30 years of his later life at the end of the 1st and beginning of the 2nd century CE, Plutarch was a hiereus (priest) at the oracle of Apollo (Simonetti, 2017).

The Moralia and De defectu oraculorum
The Moralia are a collection of philosophical and ethical works attributed to Plutarch, among which are the ‘Delphic’ or ‘Pythian’ dialogues set at and surrounding the oracle at Delphi of which Plutarch was a priest: De E apud Delphos, De Pythiae Oraculis, and the subject of this review, De Defectu Oraculorum (Alexander, 2018; Prouatt, 2018). The essays number more than 60 (the provenance of some is contested, with others likely written by a ‘Pseudo-Plutarch’) and demonstrate the strong influence of Platonism on Plutarch’s work in being presented as dialogues or, less frequently, diatribes (Nikolaidis, 2008). Unlike Plutarch’s other significant body of work - the biographical Lives, each focusing on an individual Greek or Roman figure - the Moralia are eclectic, considering ethical, political, and literary topics in addition to the treatises on religion and myth presented by the Delphic dialogues (Duff, 2008). Spanning such a variety of topics and contexts, it follows that the chronology of their writing is contested and difficult to conclusively establish; that being said, several scholars in Beck’s (2013) Companion as well as Geiger (2008) have argued that they were likely written earlier than the majority of the Lives - usually dated to the early 2nd century CE – towards the end of the 1st century CE (Nikolaidis, 2008)

Ogilvie (1967) dates the writing of De defectu oraculorum as likely 83 CE – or at least between 79-87 CE – during or more likely prior to Plutarch’s time as a priest at Delphi and well into his academic, philosophical, and social-political development as referenced above. At this time Plutarch would likely have been resident at Delphi, but maintained strong links and visits to Chaeronea and, to a lesser extent, Rome (Jillions, 2020; Karamanolis, 2010). 

A dialogue in the Platonist style narrated by the figure Lamprias, Plutarch’s brother, De defectu centres on an inquiry of why (according to Plutarch and contemporaries) fewer “oracular sanctuaries” are active than in the past of the Greco-Roman world and why those that are active are less frequently approached – the titular ‘obsolescence’ of oracles (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b; Frank, 2023; Ogilvie, 1967). The other interlocutors represented in the dialogue are Plutarch’s Platonist teacher Ammonius (referenced elsewhere in the Moralia, particularly the Delphic dialogues), Philip the historian, Heracleon of Megara, Didymus – referred to as Planetiades – a Cynic, and Demetrius and Cleombrotus, two figures whose respective journeys from Britain to Tarsus and from Egypt to Sparta lead to their meeting at Delphi (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936; Frank, 2023; Prouatt, 2018). In considering the lines of inquiry outlined above, the dialogue into which the interlocutors enter engages with the process, validity, logic, and context of oracular traditions (and specifically the Delphic oracle) and constructs a number of arguments through which can be seen Plutarch’s advocacy for the continuing relevance of these traditions at time of writing (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936).

Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De defectu oraculorum

Interpreting De defectu oraculorum as Platonic Dialogue

In order to interpret the arguments in favour of divination put forward by Plutarch through the dialogue of De defectu, it is necessary to interpret the tone with which the arguments and evidence of interlocutors are presented (Prouatt, 2018). In the tradition of the Platonic dialogue, De defectu’s interlocutors exhibit characterisation in line with their ‘real-life’ philosophical and cultural sympathies: Ammonius’ speech, for example, is initially characterised by philosophical and scientific capability in the Platonist tradition – as in his exposition and consideration of the dynamics of the suns movements in his introduction at 410-411 – as well as a tone of moderation and role as teacher – demonstrated by his advice to Lamprias concerning Planetiades’ argument in 213 (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b; Gill, 2006). 

By contrast, the presentation of certain arguments put forward by other interlocutors suggest roles as ‘negative exemplars’ in the overall dialogue: Didymus/Planetiades’ introduction is coloured by an argument that the diminishing of oracular prominence is likely the result of moral degradation, demonstrated by “shameful and impious questions” presented to the oracle, which has prompted the anger and retaliation of “Heracles … or some other god” (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b). The response of other interlocutors – Heracleon seizing Planetiades’ cloak, and Lamprias who is “intimate” with Planetiades critiquing his argument as “provoking the god” – suggests a critique by Plutarch of this line of argument (Gill, 2006). In this passage, a strong argument in favour of divination is presented early on in the dialogue; the reader is reminded that divination comes from direct engagement with divinity, and thus from a source of wisdom and justice.

Accepting the significance of the presentation of interlocutors’ arguments to the articulation of the dialogue’s overall arguments by Plutarch, it is also worth noting the specific significance of the narrator, Lamprias (Ogylvie, 1967). Ogylvie (1967) notes that while Lamprias is referenced by name as the narrator, he makes use of the propria persona - first person plural – at passage 437 in referring to the priests of Delphi, despite the real Lamprias never having undertaken said role in contrast to Plutarch. In addition, the narrator’s identity is ambiguous for a significant part of the dialogue, only being confirmed at 413d: “see what it is that we are doing, Lamprias” (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b). Prouatt (2018) suggests that this ambiguity may be deliberate on the part of Plutarch, leading readers to consider the opening passages of the narration as likely being the voice of the author himself and lending an authority to Lamprias’ voice as an extension of Plutarch’s. In conjunction with Lamprias’ reference to having been a Delphic priest, it is likely that this is the case.


Plutarch’s argument on the ‘obsolescence’

Though De defectu’s interlocutors consider a wide base of topics surrounding the reasoning for changes in the ubiquity and use of oracles, the processes by which divination is conducted, and the metaphysics of modes of being other than humanity such as demigods/daimones, Plutarch’s primary argument for the explanation of the ‘obsolescence’ of oracles is introduced early in the dialogue and remains largely consistent (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b; Prouatt, 2018). 

Jillions (2020, 119) suggests that an understanding that Delphi, and Greek oracular tradition more broadly, was in “decline” at time of writing was widespread and commented on by other 1st century authors. Perhaps due to a degree of presumed knowledge on the part of the reader, introductory discussion of a diminishing in the number of oracular sanctuaries and oracles - and of participants in divination more generally - is relatively succinct, prompted in response to Cleombrotus, the traveller who had recently been at the oracle of Ammon (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b, 411-412). On enquiry as to the state of said oracle, Demetrius, the traveller from Britain to Tarsus, interjects to suggest that it would be more prudent to reflect on the same question in Boeotia where “the oracles have now failed completely … and a great drought in prophecy has overspread the land”. In the introduction to the dialogue – 402c - the narrator outlines that many assume that this results from a failing either on the part of the Delpic priestess or the pneumatos which prompts oracles, leading to a loss of divinatory power (Jillions, 2020).

Following arguments presented on the reasoning for this phenomenon, including the interjection on moral degradation by Planetiades mentioned above, Ammonius – established as a trusted source in his relationship to the author and interlocutors – presents a conclusion: that the power of oracles themselves has not diminished, as “prophecy is … created by a god … no greater or more potent force exists to abolish it” (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b, 413). Rather, the number of oracles has declined in line with “depopulation” resulting from “earlier discords and wars”; due to the gods working towards the (distinctly Platonist) goods of “moderation, adequacy [and] excess in nothing”, there are now fewer oracles as fewer are necessary – “today there is one priestess and we do not complain, for she meets every need”.

While this conclusion may be critiqued as simplistic, it presents a strong argument against suggestions that a decline in oracular practices results from their being invalid, irrelevant, or the result of divine disinterest; if the ‘obsolescence of oracles’ is explained by and resultant solely from a diminishing population, it offers no evidence that the oracles themselves are less effective (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b; Jillions, 2020; Simonetti, 2017; 2019). Rather than being evidence of a lack of divine engagement in divinatory practices, the obsolescence evidences the reverse: a display of godly efficiency and responsive engagement with human needs.


The character and logic of divinatory practices

Having established relatively early the above referenced ‘through-line’ on the primary explanation for the ‘obsolescence’, the interlocutors go on to consider a diverse array of arguments pertaining to divination (Plutarch and Babbitt, 1936b). Most prominent among these is a discussion, chiefly between Lamprias and Ammonius with interjection from Philip, of the root of divinatory inspiration. Initially, Lamprias argues that the source of prophecy may not be the god Apollo or associated divinities, but a more abstract divine pneuma (breath) from the earth itself (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b; Frank, 2023). This is contested by Ammonius, who questions why rituals of divination are conducted – and, by implication, why they are effective – if prophecy results from a natural force: “why do we … sacrifice and pray … if our souls carry the prophetic power within them” (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b, 435; Frank, 2023). Lamprias adjusts his argument, agreeing that prophetic power comes from gods – or daimones – as when divinatory ritual is not conducted correctly, oracles fail, referring to an incident at 438 in which an “unwilling” oracle was pressured into prophecy without proper ritual by priests seeking to impress a delegation and “threw herself down”, having “nearly drowned” in libations.

Daimones are discussed earlier in the dialogue as potential sources of prophecy, notably from 418-419 and 431-435. At 415, Cleombrotus introduces Hesiod and Homer’s respective interpretations of daimones or demigods, favouring the former’s categorisation of daimones as a separate category of being to gods and humans into which human souls may be elevated (Rawson, 2014; 2020; Wan, 2017). An understanding of the metaphysics of daimones by interlocutors is implied, as all but one of the interlocutors are identified as initiates of Mysteries at 416-417. Heracleon suggests that, given the elevation of deities ‘above’ daimones, it is likely daimones who inspire prophecy as “earthly concerns” are beneath Apollo and other such divinities (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b, 418). Cleombrotus, in response, highlights that these demigods may also be “bad” and “mortal” or otherwise they would lack distinction from gods, highlighting a diversity of daimones with implied agency and personality earlier at 416-417: “[some] demigods are guardians of sacred rites … while others go about as avengers … of injustice”. Daimones “possess [both] human emotion and divine power” (Brenk, 1973; Dillon, 2013).

In these discussions, Plutarch establishes two more significant arguments in favour of divination’s continued relevance and against its dismissal as practiced at Delphi. Firstly, Frank (2023) highlights the exchange between Lamprias and Ammonius at 435-438 in reference to Delphic history as advocating for the continuing significance and efficacy not only of general divination but of divination as a religious practice involving divine inspiration as practiced at Delphi. Lamprias’ presentation as an authoritative figure on Delphic history – as a priest and narrator who, as discussed above, likely corresponds closely to Plutarch’s own voice – and Ammonius’ as a prominent philosopher give credence to their conclusion that oracles are divinely inspired, and oracular rituals as practiced at Delphi are necessary (Frank, 2023; Jillions, 2020). Secondly, in establishing daimones as a potential source of prophecy – interlocutors disagree on their character and the role of gods, but generally agree on their participation – as well as presenting Cleombrotus’ strong argument for daimones having different personalities and exhibiting fallibility, Plutarch explains why prophecy is sometimes imperfect or leads to unclear conclusions. In this way he defends prophecy from critique as imprecise or inconsistent: “the power comes from the gods and demigods, but … is not unfailing nor imperishable …” (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b, 438; Brenk, 1973; Dillon, 2013). Prouatt (2018) provides indirect support for this in a defense of Cleombrotus as a capable interlocutor whose voice is intended to be respected, where other scholars have devalued his treatment as satirical.

Conclusion: De defectu oraculorum, the Delphic dialogues, and divination’s continuing relevance

 This paper has aimed to critically review De defectu oraculorum in the context of Plutarch’s socio-political and philosophical background, in addition to the wider social and religious context of its writing. Identifying Lamprias – as Plutarch’s narrator and authorial voice as argued by Prouatt (2018) – Ammonius – as Plutarch’s teacher in the Platonist tradition, outlined by Karamanolis (2010) – and Cleombrotus – a voice of authority on the metaphysics of daimones – as the most prominent voices in Plutarch’s defense of divinatory practices, arguments for the ongoing validity and relevance of divination have been identified in this paper (Babbitt and Plutarch, 1936b; Jillions, 2020). 

In the lines of argument outlined above, Plutarch presents a holistic defense of divination’s mechanisms, divine inspiration, oracular ritual, and the imperfection of prophecy. This essay concludes, following Prouatt (2018), that De defectu oraculatorum thus not only supports the validity of divinatory practice but recontextualises the titular ‘obsolescence’ of oracles as a misinterpretation of a prophetic tradition at Delphi that continues to engage directly with deities and responds to contemporary changes in Greco-Roman demography.
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