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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments Against Divination in De Divinatione

Written in 54 BC by the famous orator and politician Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Divinatione is arguably one of the most important pieces of literature available to us regarding the subject of divination. Following the creation of De Natura Deorum, Cicero decided to dedicate an entire work to the study of divination, proving to us how important the topic was in relation to Roman religion at the time of the late republic. According to Santangelo (2013, p.14) divination was “ubiquitous in the world of the late republic and it was taken seriously by many including Cicero”, therefore highlighting its importance. There are many theories on why such a work was created. Some suggest that the treatise was created in direct response to the Caesarian threat and the emperor’s abuse of religious power (Beard, 1986, p.34, Linderski, 2006, p. Krostenko, 2000, p.383-386). This is an interesting point to make given the precarious political and religious climate in the republic at the time. Other scholars propose that the work is a culmination of Cicero’s changing religious views after the death of his daughter and that it promotes his “true” opinion on the topic of Roman religion, contrasting some of his earlier work (Beard,1986, p.34 and Goar, 1968, p.245-246).  This brings us to the main point of interest in this critique, Cicero’s arguments against divination. One cannot deny that Book 2 of De Divinatione provides us with many interesting arguments in the case against Divination as a religious practice. This shows a change in direction from some of his earlier works like De Legibus (Goar,1968 and Linderski, 2006 and Leg.2.32-33), where the opinion on divination was a positive one and where practices were praised, not denied. Why the change in opinion? Is it indeed a change of opinion? Or is Cicero merely showcasing his oratorical talents by using different philosophical arguments in his works? We must critically analyse the arguments against divination in order to come to a fully rounded conclusion. 

First of all, it is important we discuss the structure of De Divinatione in order to understand its concept. The dialogue was split into two books and was written as a conversation between two brothers, Quintus and Marcus, the latter being based on the author himself. One could argue the importance of such character placing. Was this strategic? Perhaps Cicero took it upon himself to take on the role of disputer in this treatise as this reflected his true opinions? Santangelo (2013,19) agrees explaining that Cicero’s choice to personify the negative case is a strong statement and that the portrayal of his brother Quintus as the opposing party deserves discussion. It is no secret that relations between the two brothers were strained around the time that the treatise was written. Quintus had fled to Caesars encampment during the civil war and tried to blame his earlier defection to the camp of Pompey on his brother, effectively betraying Cicero to Caesar (Santangelo, 2013, pg.19 and Tempest, 2011, 169). Therefore, we can see perhaps an underlying tension between the two characters. Additionally, it is evident that the prose of the argument in the first book is messy and disordered compared to the structured argument presented to us in the second. Perhaps, by writing the first book in this style, Cicero wanted to belittle the argument that Quintus was putting forward for divination. We are inundated with examples that argue the case for divination, however most of these examples seem to be fictitious or mythical examples, none are based on truth. Marcus illustrates this in Book 2 when he states; 

“Then, I suppose you are going to force me to believe in myths? Let them be as charming as you please and as finished as possible in language, thought, rhythm, and melody, still we ought not to give credence to fictitious incidents or to quote them as authority.”  (Div. 2:55-56)

One could therefore argue that the lack of clarity and proof in the first book was a deliberate attempt by Cicero to undermine the argument of Quintus and to reiterate and strengthen his own rational arguments against divination in Book two. Another interesting argument regarding the strategic placement of the characters is made by Krostenko (2000, p.383), who advises that the choice to make Quintus the champion of stoic ideals on divination could be seen as a deliberate attempt by the author to distance himself from his previous works. He advises that this is the result of Cicero’s sensibilities changing due to civil war and the political ascent of Caesar, and his opinion that religious symbols were being abused by the dictatorship. Thus, giving us another reason to believe that the character placement was deliberate and that the sentiments expressed by Marcus regarding divination were a possible attack on how the senate handled religious practice in the late Roman Republic.

Nevertheless, Beard (1986, 44-45) would argue that it was one of the highest honours to be featured in a prose by Cicero and that the inclusion of Quintus in the discussion, as his brother, only serves to equalise the argument and to add more weight to the exchange of views, making it a more levelled debate. We can also see that this is a conversation, and that each brother has equal space in which to put forward their arguments. One could argue this hints to a sort of equality, for if Cicero believed the argument against divination was more important, then he would have given that argument more space in which to form. Schofield (1986, p.56) would agree stating that the structure of the work suggests Cicero saw as much force for the case of divination as well as against it. 

Following this, it would be useful to look at the philosophical approaches used by Cicero within the treatise. As mentioned, the first book concerns itself with the philosophy of the Stoics, a method that has been positively received by Cicero in the past, especially when taking into account his previous work De Natura Deorum (Beard, 1986 and ND 3.40.95). However, it is apparent that this dialogue also employs the Academic method, showing both sides of the argument regarding divination without coming to any formal conclusions (Schofield, 1986, p.51). We can see this when Cicero writes;

“Accordingly, since I, too, am in doubt as to the proper judgment to be rendered in regard to divination because of the many pointed and exhaustive arguments urged by Carneades against the Stoic view, and since I am afraid of giving a too hasty assent to a proposition which may turn out either false or insufficiently established, I have determined carefully and persistently to compare argument with argument just as I did in my three books On the Nature of the Gods.” (Div. 1:4) 

As a sceptic, Cicero promotes the idea that knowledge is not certain and that one cannot know something for sure. He can, however, weigh up all arguments in order to find the most valid truth. This is important as it shows us that the argument against divination may not necessarily be an expression of Cicero’s own opinion but is just one side of a debate that has sparked the interest of the people of the late Roman Republic. It is evident that the author uses a variety of philosophical approaches. Morford (2002, p.66) agrees stating that Cicero uses different methods to produce a multifaceted work that is both complex and indirect.  

Considering this, it would be useful to explore some of the arguments against divination presented by the Marcus in Book 2 of De Divinatione, starting with the dismissal of divination in terms of the existence of fate and superstition. Fate is one of the main topics for the stoics, therefore in true academic fashion Marcus argues with the stoic philosophy presented to us in Book 1. His brother Quintus advises us;

“Reason compels us to admit that all things happen by Fate” (Div. 1:55) 

Marcus argues, questioning if fate is real then what use is divination? For if there is fate, being able to divine the future is pointless for it will happen anyway, regardless of what auspices are taken. We can see this when he writes; 

“Hence, I repeat, what is the good of divination? Or what is it that lots, entrails, or any other means of prophecy warn me to avoid? For, if it was the will of Fate that the Roman fleets in the First Punic War should perish — the one by shipwreck and the other at the hands of the Carthaginians — they would have perished just the same even if the sacred chickens had made a tripudium solistimum in the consulship of Lucius Junius and Publius Claudius! On the other hand, if obedience to the auspices would have prevented the destruction of the fleets, then they did not perish in accordance with Fate. But you insist that all things happen by Fate; therefore there is no such thing as divination.” (Div. 2:3)

The character Marcus uses a rational argument here, opposing superstition against rational thought. Indeed, he describes fate as being “superstitious” (Div. 2:7), therefore criticizing the stoic philosophy on the relationship between divination and fate. This is a recurring topic in the argument against divination, with Marcus intending to abolish superstition in religious practices and to point out the dangerous relationship between the existence of gods fate (Lyons, 2012, p.11).  One must question, however, whether this is an actual attack on stoic ideals, or whether the author is using this as an opportunity to showcase his rhetorical talents in cross-examination (Beard, 1986, p.51)
 
Additionally, it is strange to see Cicero criticizing the taking of auspices, a practice he was all too familiar with in his role as augur for the republic. One could argue that it is odd he should argue against the proficiency of his own profession. Or is it? In Book 2, we see Marcus attack the two classes of divinatory methods, artificial and natural. In terms of artificial methods, it is evident that augury is included in this critique when Marcus demeans the tripudium and states that even the ancients, including Romulus, may have had “erroneous” beliefs on the subject (Div 2:33-38). Even Quintus expresses his doubts when he states that many of the auspices are now “forced” therefore their authenticity could be questioned (Div. 1:15-16). Nevertheless, the taking of the auspices was an extremely important practice in the late Republic, therefore we must ask why Cicero felt the need to impugn their viability as useful divinatory methods? Goar (1969, pp.316) advises us that Cicero felt that augury, haruspicine and the Sibylline Oracle were fraudulent political tools, useful for maintaining control over the religious masses. Marcus attacks what he calls the natural form of divination, pronouncing the prophecies of the sibylline oracle as calculated and in no way a product of frenzy (Div. 2:54-55). He offers advice when he states;

“Therefore let us keep the Sibyl under lock and key so that in accordance with the ordinances of our forefathers her books may not even be read without permission of the Senate and may be more effective in banishing rather than encouraging superstitious ideas. And let us plead with the priests to bring forth from those books anything rather than a king, whom henceforth neither gods nor men will suffer to exist in Rome.” (Div. 2:54)

The warning given by Marcus here is an extremely interesting point to consider, especially given the political climate of the republic and Caesar’s bid for the monarchy at the time of writing (Luke, 2014, p.135). Cicero possibly rejects the use of the oracle in the treatise as he believes it could be used to manipulate the people in terms of political affairs (Krostenko, 2000 p. 386). It could be argued that Cicero uses this warning to emphasise the power of the republic over religious practice, notably the power used by the very people that had exiled him. Therefore, it is possible that some of the major political events of the Roman republic at that time affected the argument against divination. 

Nevertheless, it could also be argued that Cicero shows a deep respect for certain religious traditions in terms of divination, even if he does not agree with the authenticity of such practices. We can see this when he writes; 

“However, out of respect for the opinion of the masses and because of the great service to the State we maintain the augural practices, discipline, religious rites and laws, as well as the authority of the augural college.” (Div. 2:33)

This demonstrates the possibility of orthopraxy being present in roman religious practice, the role of action over belief. Therefore, it is possible that in the religious structure of the late Roman Republic, it did not matter what one believes, only that it is a matter of duty to the state and to traditional religious practice that such divinatory practices are carried out. Ando (2008, p.13) would agree stating that Roman religion was based on orthopraxy, with ritual helping to solve everyday problems. Again, we see this when Marcus gives this example, 

"In my opinion the consuls, Publius Claudius and Lucius Junius, who set sail contrary to the auspices, were deserving of capital punishment; for they should have respected the established religion and should not have treated the customs of their forefathers with such shameless disdain.” (Div. 2:33)

According to Schofield (1997) Cicero does not negate traditional institutions but rather bestows them with new meaning and legitimacy, warding against superstition. Thus, establishing Cicero’s ability to write a critical argument on divination without demeaning Roman religious institutions completely, showing respect to the traditions of the state 

It could be argued that one is left at the end of the dialogue still feeling slightly lost as to the true motivations of the author behind such critiques. It is still unclear as to which side of the argument Cicero agrees with, thanks to the application of the academic method, where he attempts to “affirm nothing and question everything” (De Div. 2:3). Is this just a cross examination of a well-known topic? Or did Cicero really believe that there was fault in the divinatory methods of Rome? We cannot know for sure. One cannot deny however that the organised way in which the argument against divination is laid out, hints to the fact that Cicero believed the argument against needed to be given just as much credit, if not more than the traditional views on divination.  Given Cicero’s political background and the political climate of the republic, combined with his strained public relationship with the emperor, it would not be surprising if the views presented in Book 2 echoed the views of the author himself. Therefore, in conclusion, Cicero’s treatise can be considered as a complex and thought-provoking piece of work, in which the arguments against divination incite speculation as to the standpoint on which the author takes.  
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