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A Critical Review of Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De defectu oraculorum
                       (On the Obsolescence of Oracles)

[bookmark: _Hlk159592031]This essay critically examines Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De Defectu Oraculorum (On the Obsolescence of Oracles), Frank Cole Babbitt (trans), Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol.V, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University press, 1936.	It starts with information on the source, the author and his historical and religious context, continues with a brief summary of the dialogue, followed by its analysis and ends with a conclusion.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Original title: Περὶ τῶν ἐκλελοιπότων χρηστηρίων. ] 


The essay On the Obsolescence of Oracles, written in the form of a dialogue by Plutarch in Greek around 100 AD has been grouped together with eleven other manuscripts in one work, known since the 14th century as Moralia, Moral Essays. The current volume V of Moralia, with De Defectu Oraculorum, include Isis and Osiris, The E At Delphi and The Oracles No Longer Given In Verse.[footnoteRef:2] The essay was probably written in Boeotia in central Greece, the hometown of Plutarch and about 35 kilometres from the Oracle of Delphi, where Plutarch functioned as a priest.[footnoteRef:3] Plutarch was one of the priests at Delphi for about twenty years, according to Burkert, referenced by Casanova.[footnoteRef:4] Under his control and direction of the Amphictyonic community he acts as curator to execute the Amphictyon council’s deliberations, to erect a statue of the emperor Hadrian, as the description indicates.[footnoteRef:5] Therefore, Plutarch, in this capacity as Delphic priest, has a direct interest and involvement, even responsibility, to defend divination as he does in De Defectu Oraculorum. [2:  Plutarch, Moralia vol. V, Frank Cole Babbitt (trans), Loeb Classical Library ,( Cambridge, MA: Harvard University press, 
   1936)]  [3:  Angelo Casanova,  ‘Plutarch in the Religious and Philosophical Discourse of Late Antiquity’ in  Studies in Platonism,  
   Neoplatonism, and the Platonic Tradition 14.) Roig Lanzillotta (L.), Muñoz Gallarte (I.) (edd.)  Pp. xvi + 304, ( Leiden
   and Boston: Brill, 2012),  p.151.]  [4:  Walter Burkert, ‘Plutarco: religiosità personale e teologia filosofica’, in Plutarco e la religione. Atti del VI Convegno 
   plutarcheo, Ravello, 29–31 maggio 1995, in I. Gallo (ed.),  in Plutarch in the Religious and Philosophical Discourse of
   Late Antiquity, (Naples 1997) ,p.152.]  [5:  Casanova, Plutarch in the Religious and Philosophical Discourse of Late Antiquity, p.153.] 


Plutarch of Chaeronea (ca. 45–120 CE) was a Greek (Platonist) philosopher, born in Boeotia, who studied Plato at Athens at the Academy with the Platonist philosopher Ammonius during Nero’s time (66/67 CE). He also visited Alexandria and Rome where he became a teacher of philosophy. He lived under the rule of the Roman Empire, which had absorbed Hellenistic influence, not only from Greece itself but from the cities and states in the Mediterranean. Ancient and new ways of thinking about the divine emerged and philosophical discussions included but were not reserved to, Stoic, Epicurean and Platonist points of view. Within this context Plutarch’s dialogue takes place.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  George Karamanolis, ‘Plutarch’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer Edition 2018), 
    < https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/plutarch/#LifWor>.] 


De Defectu Oraculorum is an inquiry into the decline of oracles and their divinatory practices which has its effect on the reputation and prophetic role of the oracle of Delphi and on the existence and role of the deity Apollo himself. Plutarch uses the form of a conversation among friends to present his case in favour of divination and the deity. His intended readership were contemporary philosophers and statesmen, people with influence and power who could have a positive impact on the continuation of mantic activities and the oracle of Delphi in particular, and any Greek speaking person of the Roman Empire, with interest and heart for the divine presence.[footnoteRef:7] Divination according to Plutarch is about prophesy and Providence.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Philip A. Stadter, Plutarch and His Roman Readers, (Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 69.]  [8:  De Defectu oraculorum, 410F, 420B.] 


To be able to make a case in favour of divination Plutarch begins the dialogue with examples of correct prophesies made by various oracles, for example stating through Ammonius, the philosopher participant, referring to the oracle of Ammon, ‘For great was the ancient repute of the divine influence there, but at the present time it seems to be somewhat evanescent’.[footnoteRef:9] and continues speaking of a successful prophesy, concluding ‘All this was in harmony, as it were, with events to come’ leading to the Greeks being victorious over Mardonius.[footnoteRef:10] To paraphrase Simonetti, practical-concrete data on oracles is presented, whereon philosophical theoretical abstract consequences can be built.[footnoteRef:11] Thus having established the fact oracles made correct prophesies leading to Greek success, he continues his argumentation in favour of prophesy. For a constructive and productive conversation to take place, common ground, the premise that oracles functioned well, was established as the departure point. [9:  De def. or. 411E. ]  [10:  De def. or. 412B.]  [11:  Elsa Giovanna Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, (Leuven University Press, 2017), p.67.] 


Divination implies the presence of the divine, for it is the deity who gives messages on the future. Argumentation pro divination therefore, means recognizing the divine at the oracle. Plutarch defends the divine, letting Ammonius declare: ‘For if it be rejected, it does away with many things which are possible but cannot be proved’.[footnoteRef:12], intending so to counter the criticism of the Epicureans who, to paraphrase Cleombrotus, scoff and sneer against Providence, considering it a myth.[footnoteRef:13] Thus, addressing the reasons for the vanishing of oracles is addressing the possible vanishing of the divine. One of the reasons to explain fewer oracles is population has decreased so less divination is needed than before. An example is the scaling down from three prophetic priestesses at Delphi to one during Plutarch’s time.[footnoteRef:14] The dialogue moves on to other, more complex reasons for the decline and does not address the decrease of population anymore, also noted by Schröder who doesn’t dwell on this aspect either so the conclusion can be Plutarch doesn’t consider this reason as a serious possibility.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  De def. or. 420D.]  [13:  De def. or. 420B.]  [14:  De def. or. 414A-C.]  [15:  Stephan Schröder, ‘Plutarch on oracles and divine inspiration’ in On the daimonion of Socrates, (Tübingen:Mohr 
    Siebeck,2010), p. 154.] 


In his search for finding the reasons for the oracles’ decline, Plutarch puts forward a clear separation between the divine who communicates a message and those who deliver them, the messengers. He also makes a separation between the divine and the oracle’s location. On the latter Ammonius states ‘..For prophesy is something created by a god, and certainly no greater or more potent force exists to abolish and obliterate it’ and Lamprias’ words: ‘my contention is that no prophetic shrine or oracle is ever abolished by the instrumentality of the god ..the works of gods may die, but not the gods’.[footnoteRef:16] These statements show Plutarch’s concern for the presence of god himself, separating him from his works and from the location. Plutarch tries to indicate the obsolescence of oracles does not mean god is in a state of obsolescence. Simonetti articulates this writing: ‘..this dialogue has mainly an apologetic purpose: it intends to prevent that the oracular crisis destroys human belief in the existence of the deity, and in its providential and beneficent character’. [footnoteRef:17] Plutarch as a Delphic priest shows his deep concern for god’s diminishing presence. The obsolescence of oracles could be interpreted by people as a sign of god’s waning. To paraphrase Zuiddam, Plutarch tries to find a religious explanation for the vanishing of the oracles employing a spiritual approach put in the context of the adverse historical situation where the Greek oracle practices were losing its prominent influence on military and political life. [footnoteRef:18] Plutarch was highly concerned with this development with the words ‘..but now the oracles are no more..to examine into the reason for the change’. [footnoteRef:19] [16:  De def. or. 413E, 414D.]  [17:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.59.]  [18:  Benno A. Zuiddam, ‘Plutarch and ‘God-Eclipse’ in Christian Theology’ in Ploutarchos, (Coimbra:Imprensa da
    Universidad de Coimbra,.6,2008/2009), pp.84-85.]  [19:  De def. or. 412D.] 


Apart from distancing the divine from the oracles’ location, demigods, messengers of god’s communications, daimones, are distanced and can be held responsible for the vanishing of oracles. An extensive conversation ensues on the demigods’ mortality, and if with their death, the oracles also vanish. Heracleon says: ‘..That it is not the gods who are in charge of the oracles, since the gods ought properly to be freed of early concerns; but that it is the demigods, ministers of te gods, who have them in charge..’ [footnoteRef:20] The dialogue continues with the option the souls of the dead can give messages on the future from beyond and that ‘..with the total defection of the guardian spirits assigned to the oracles and prophetic shrines, occurs the defection of the oracles themselves’ but that they can return and become articulate once again.[footnoteRef:21] Schröder observes on the souls of the dead, free from all bonds: ‘... a (normally dormant) prophetic ability within the soul of a living human being can be activated by natural causes immanent in this world’. [footnoteRef:22] By linking souls to the divine through their capability to prophesize, Plutarch establishes a bond between humans and the divine and thus establishes the presence of the divine in man. One cannot exist without the other but the way in which the divine manifests, can change. The option is put forward mortals, since they have a divine soul, could receive and express divine messages via dreams or being able to see through the fog. [footnoteRef:23]  [20:  De def. or. 418E.]  [21:  De def. or. 418D.]  [22:  Schröder, On the daimonion of Socrates, pp.154-155.]  [23:  De def. or. 431E-432D.] 


Having established the divine must be seen separate from specific places, from demigods and souls of the dead Plutarch indicates where his real concern lies: in the disappearance of the divine itself. This is done with the story of Thamus and the proclamation made by a voice saying; ‘...announce that Great Pan is dead.’ When done so cries of lamentations followed. [footnoteRef:24] Simonetti writes on Didymus: ‘The intervention of the Cynic philosopher Didymus ... is, as I believe, a key passage of De defectu oraculorum’. [footnoteRef:25] This statement can be questioned since critical views on divination continue to be debated throughout the dialogue. Didymus exclaims in anger and departs the scene, whereas the rest of the dialogue is a profound investigation into the oracles’ decline. The dramatic announcement the Great Pan is dead is more in line with Plutarch’s concern for the decline of the divine. As Borgeaud stresses, Pan is a god and even a Great God, an expression never used in relation to Pan in the Greek tradition.[footnoteRef:26] I argue Plutarch introduces this to shake up the reader and get his attention. Pan is part of the Greek tradition, venerated since the time of Marathon.[footnoteRef:27] He represents the mantic aspect, the connection with nature and can be associated with the vapours emanating from the earth in Delphi, possessing the Pythia. By making such a radical statement Plutarch calls attention to his contemporaries’ ‘..hyper-rationalistic and irreverent approach…to discredit oracles as vulgar superstition’ and his own god respecting spirit and acceptance of the complementarity of both the rationalistic as well as religious approach to life, to paraphrase Simonetti. [footnoteRef:28] [24:  De def. or. 419D.]  [25:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.62.]  [26:  Philippe Borgeaud, ‘The death of the Great Pan: The Problem of Interpretation’, in History of Religions Vol.22, No. 3, 
    (The University of Chicago Press, 1983), pp. 255-256.]  [27:  Borgeaud, History of Religions, p. 256.]  [28:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.64.] 


In addition to defending the divine and in extension divination, because where the divine is, divination is too, Plutarch addresses his concern for the development of the too limited rationalistic view on god, articulated by the Stoics and Epicureans, in conjunction with the political developments of a stronger Roman presence in Greek society.[footnoteRef:29] As a Delphic priest his voice in favour of prophesy is a voice in favour of the divine which is more than the mere rationalistic, mathematical approach of his contemporaries. He is in favour of the ‘old’ Greece, where Pan was part of life. Simonetti suggests this as well, stating: ‘Plutarch’s theology and theodicy, according to which the god is an absolutely transcendent and imperturbable being, whose actions can be neither reduced to a rigid cause-effect scheme, nor connected to human events in an indisputable, clear-cut way’. [footnoteRef:30] A hypothesis is Plutarch senses the changes brought by Roman influence and mourns the loss of Greece as it was, including god as he was with his expressions through prophesy. Zuiddam goes further, labelling the disappearance of the oracles as a crisis of faith and that ‘De Defectu Oraculorum tolls the bell for the beginning of the end of the Greek oracle religion’.. and ‘..an existential crisis in divine communication throughout’.[footnoteRef:31] Considering historic events show the Greek oracular tradition disappeared and gave way to Apostolic Christianity with revelation from above, Plutarch’s concern was valid.  [29:  De def. or. 420A-F.]  [30:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?,  pp.63-64.]  [31:  Zuiddam, Ploutarchos, pp.90-95.] 


Plutarch makes use of the dialogue form with De defectu oraculorum which is a conversation between seven friends with different experiences but with a shared belief in god’s eternity who go to and fro with questions and answers.[footnoteRef:32] Dialogue was a common way of presenting philosophical topics, as the participants say themselves.[footnoteRef:33] Additionally, Plutarch was a Platonist and used the literary style which is a characteristic of Plato and whose strengths and benefits were recognized.[footnoteRef:34] Dialogue could therefore have been used by Plutarch to make a complex subject matter recognizable and approachable for the reader.  [32:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.60.]  [33:  De def. or. 410-412.]  [34:  Karamanolis, ‘Plutarch’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer Edition 2018), 
    < https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plutarch/>.] 


The figure Lamprias, Plutarch’s brother, allegedly recounts the conversation and is considered by some to be Plutarch himself who speaks, but that he represented himself this way due to his position as priest at Delphi.[footnoteRef:35] Important to consider, McCabe states, paraphrasing Plato, ‘we think in dialogue’, it is our internal conversation.[footnoteRef:36] Consequently, the characters participating in the conversation could all represent the internal voices of one person, seeking to understand why the the voice of god is vanishing. For example, Cleombrotus is the voice of the traveller and has an interest in knowing: ‘his journeyings were not for business, but he was fond of seeing things and of acquiring knowledge.. ‘to serve as a basis for a philosophy that had in its aim theology…’.[footnoteRef:37] In contrast, Didymus, the Cynic, represents the angry and negatively critical internal voice, who doesn’t really want to enter into dialogue, but solely fulminate: ‘…striking the ground two or three times with his staff, cried out, “Aha!...’and declaring the oracles were abandoned by the divine due to ’shameful and impious questions which people propound to the god..’[footnoteRef:38] Shortly after his diatribe he leaves the scene. The use of the dialogue enables Plutarch, through contrasting styles and voices, to put the reader at a distance from the topic discussed which leads to critical thinking. Additionally, showing the Cynic’s attitude and language helps to understand that real dialogue, paraphrasing McCabe, is the giving and taking of reasons which is considered a condition for proper thinking.[footnoteRef:39] Proper thinking is not done behaving like Didymus. As McCabe puts it ‘…it makes us pay attention to the way an answer is related to a question..’ and to paraphrase her, it enables us to follow the sequences of explanation and recognize the explanatory structures. [footnoteRef:40] The questions and answers of the seven conversationalists in De defectu oraculorum lead us through the complex matter of understanding the divine and how it communicates. In conclusion, dialogue is an apt way for teaching how to think and philosophically tackle a difficult matter. [35:  De def. or. P.349.]  [36:   Mary Margaret McCabe, < https://www.greecepodcast.com/dialogue-and-dialectic-w-mc-cabe/>, 00:22 -00:24.]  [37:  De def. or. 410AB.]  [38:  De def. or. 413.]  [39:  McCabe, https://www.greecepodcast.com/dialogue-and-dialectic-w-mc-cabe, 00:09-00:10, 00:21-00:22]  [40:  McCabe, 00:13-00:15.] 

 
With a dialogue the author could anticipate the criticism and arguments against the proposition being made and address them accordingly. Plutarch sought to explore in depth the reason for the obsolescence of oracles and the diminishing of divine communication using this medium. With dialogue he seeks to collectively explore and reach understanding. As McCabe identifies philosophy, it is: ‘.. collaborative, not competitive’.[footnoteRef:41] Plutarch expresses his worries concerning the divine and in particular Apollo, not to compete, convince or judge but, I argue, to understand, which is what dialectic enquiry, taught at the Academy, was about.[footnoteRef:42] The fact Plutarch uses seven friends who converse about the divine and the god Apollo, who communicates through the oracle of Delphi, is perhaps not a coincidence, since the number seven was believed to be the day of Apollo’s birth; on day seven of the month sacrifices were offered and his festivals held.[footnoteRef:43] [41:  McCabe, 00:35-00:40.]  [42:  Karamanolis, ‘Plutarch’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer Edition 2018), 
    < https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plutarch/>.]  [43:  Encyclopedia Mythica, ‘Apollo’, https://pantheon.org/articles/a/apollo.html.] 


The aim of this essay was to critically review Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De defectu oraculorum. Plutarch first presents historical facts on the veracity and success of oracles and prophesy, and, after eliminating the cause due to declining population, presents the real topic of his essay: diminishing Greek divinity and prophesy with the proclamation Pan had died. [footnoteRef:44]His arguments for divination are arguments pro divinity, and in particular Apollo, and the causes of his receding presence is sought in the fallibility of the demigods, priests and priestesses and the inability of souls of the dead and living, to receive and see the divine message. Since god is eternal he can choose to manifest through the oracular medium at the geographical place he so desires. This explains in Plutarch’s eyes,  the loss of influence or disappearance of oracular sites, such as Delphi. [44:  De def. or. 419D.] 

Plutarch’s main preoccupation was the decline in Greek life as he knew it due to Roman influence as well as from other Mediterranean states and the mathematical-rationalistic approach to life and god, Stoic and Epicurean criticism, which questioned the Greek mantic element to the divine and divination. He used the dialogue form to present the contrasting voices discussing the obsolescence of oracles, not with the intention to convince or judge, but to understand Apollo’s vanishing voice.
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