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A critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione
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Introduction
This essay will critically review the arguments against divination presented by Cicero in his work De Divinatione.[footnoteRef:1] Marcus Tullius Cicero (hereafter Cicero) was named augur in 53BCE by Pompey and Hortensius, ten years after his term as consul of Rome; he wrote De Divinatione in 44BCE.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), Loeb Classical Library (MA: Harvard University Press, Vol. XX, 1923) ]  [2:  E. E. Burriss, ‘Cicero’s Religious Unbelief’, The Classical Weekly, Vol 17, No. 13 (1924), p101] 

De Divinatione is a dialogue between Cicero and his brother Quintus and is made up of two books. In Book 1 Quintus argues for divination and in Book 2, Cicero argues against divination, framing his refutation from a philosophical and academic stance. He opens Book 2 by offering the reader a summary of his previous philosophical writings which Schofield believes is to ensure the reader can understand the flow of his arguments.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  M. Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76 (1986), p. 48] 

Cicero proceeds to ridicule ‘with all his rhetorical skill, the supposed examples of divination’s success’ and counters each argument set forth by Quintus in varying levels of detail.[footnoteRef:4] Cicero draws clear distinctions between the varying forms of divination and whilst refuting divination he ‘affirms every aspect of the state cult, and even defends augury as a true art of divination.’[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  M Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76 (1986), p33]  [5:  R J Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, Vol. 99 (1968), p241] 

Cicero makes it clear early that he is ‘inclined to think that there is no such thing as divination’ and this review will consider how he reinforces his views.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, V, 12, p383 (English) ] 


Opening arguments
Cicero begins his decimation by naming areas of specialism where one should direct their enquiry instead of to a diviner when knowledge is gained through the use of the senses. For example, he states ‘persons who want to learn to play on the harp... take lessons, not from a soothsayer, but from a musician.’[footnoteRef:7] He further adds ‘you must admit that divination is not applicable in any case where knowledge is gained through the senses’; by raising this point and summarising in this way, Cicero emphasised that his view that diviners do not hold all the answers, as Quintus suggests.[footnoteRef:8] Cicero then continues this idea by marking the difference between divinatory practices based on ‘skill and experience in public affairs, from those drawn from the use of the sense and from those made by persons in their own callings’.[footnoteRef:9] In repeating this, Cicero is acknowledging the distinction himself and using it to turn Quintus’ arguments about. [7:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, III, 10, p379 (English)]  [8:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, III, 9, p379 (English)]  [9:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, V, 13, p385 (English)] 

Cicero then repeats what he believes to be Quintus’ definition of divination, ‘the foreknowledge and foretelling of things which happen by chance’.[footnoteRef:10] He follows this with a discussion on Fate and uses his own philosophical understanding of the concept of Fate to counter Quintus’, calling his definition a contradiction. To summarise, he states that if everything is predetermined as Fate prescribes, then there can be no such thing as chance and therefore no such thing as divination according to Quintus’ definition.[footnoteRef:11] He then queries  ‘what advantage to me is divination if everything is ruled by Fate?’ as he views that anything predicted is bound to happen, as it is fated.[footnoteRef:12] Goar feels that Cicero does this ‘without fear or negating the concept of God that he wishes to uphold.’[footnoteRef:13] He concludes this section by stating ‘therefore there is no such thing as divination’ leaving the audience in no doubt as to the tone of the rest of the discourse.[footnoteRef:14] From the offset, Cicero takes Quintus’ own arguments and through a rational unpicking of each point has made his own stance clear.  [10:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, V, 13, p385 (English)]  [11:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, VII, 19, p391 (English)]  [12:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, VIII, 20, p391 (English)]  [13:  R J Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’, p243]  [14:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, VIII, 20, p393 (English)] 

Cicero summarises his own opening statements by providing an answer to both sides of the Fate argument by stating ‘if it is impossible to foresee things that happen by chance because they are uncertain, there is no such thing as divination; if, on the contrary, they can be foreseen because they are preordained by Fate, still there is no such thing as divination.’[footnoteRef:15] By rationalising Quintus’ arguments to this degree, he has left him with no logical defence.  [15:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, X, 26, p399 (English)] 

Before progressing on to the varying kinds of divination, Cicero makes the reader aware that Quintus has ‘divided divination into two kinds, one artificial and the other natural’ and this becomes a grounding for his arguments against divination.[footnoteRef:16] Cicero could have stopped there and his argument would be no less persuasive, but instead he examines a range of divinatory practices and examines each in order to reinforce his view.  [16:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XI, 26, p399 (English)] 


Arguments against specific divinatory techniques 
Cicero begins unpicking divinatory practice with the area of soothsaying and begins with entrails, stating that there is ‘no uniformity of practice’.[footnoteRef:17] He goes on to ridicule Quintus’ notion that a change takes place just before the diviner looks and calls the very idea ‘absurd’.[footnoteRef:18] Goar believes that this demolishes haruspicine ‘rather than merely to question the truth of it.[footnoteRef:19] Cicero further argues this point by insisting that a sacrificial animals anatomy cannot change just because it has been sacrificed and that the Stoics ‘overthrow physiology’ in their defence of soothsaying.[footnoteRef:20] He concludes that ‘in demolishing divination by means of entrails we have utterly demolished the soothsayer’s art’.[footnoteRef:21] [17:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XII, 28, p403 (English)]  [18:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XV, 35, p409 (English)]  [19:  R J Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’, p243]  [20:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XVI, 37, p413 (English)]  [21:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XVIII, 42, p417 (English)] 

Cicero then considers lightning and argues that if Jupiter were to send thunderbolts as warnings, he must send many without purpose.[footnoteRef:22] After a discussion on the history of divination and a number of derogatory questions such as ‘why do immortal gods see fit to give us warnings which we can’t understand without the aid of interpreters?’, Cicero moves to portents.[footnoteRef:23] He again links these to the will of Jupiter stating ‘do you really believe that Jupiter would have employed chickens to convey such a message to so great a state?’.[footnoteRef:24] He further ridicules the fact that diviners could believe a cock crowing was a portent by stating ‘you talk as if a fish and not a cock had done the crowing!’[footnoteRef:25] He surmises that cocks crow a lot and it takes a vivid imagination to see anything important in so base a fact. He also mentions the idea of feed falling from chickens’ mouths as being any kind of sign as being rubbish; if birds are hungry and they eat in haste, it is inevitable that the feed will fall. [22:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XIX, 45, p419 (English)]  [23:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XXV, 55, p433 (English)]  [24:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XXVI, 56, p435 (English)]  [25:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XXVI, 56, p435 (English)] 

In tackling auspices, he once more scorns Quintus’ arguments, but before he does, he makes his first contradictory statement; ‘who denies that augury us an art? What I deny is the existence of divination.[footnoteRef:26] So in one sentence he is acknowledging and accepting augury, which is itself a divinatory practice, yet denying the existence of that where it sits. Beard believes this to be due to the fact that ‘augury involved no predictive element, but was concerned rather simply to ascertain divine approval for the undertaking contemplated.’[footnoteRef:27] Taking this in its simplest form, we can surmise that Cicero viewed augury as a religious rather than divinatory practice.  [26:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XXXV, 75, p455 (English) ]  [27:  M Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, p41] 

He then states that even though he is an augur, he doesn’t dispute that there is inconsistency present in its delivery as some cultures ‘employ almost all kinds of birds, we only a few; they regard some signs as favourable, we, others… so much that in some cases they were directly the reverse of each other’.[footnoteRef:28] He ends this section with a scathing retort; ‘if in auspices and in every kind of divination weak minds should adopt the superstitious practices which you have mentioned and should be unable to discern the truth’.[footnoteRef:29] In his arguments on auspices, it is clear Cicero has conflicted views as he wants to wholly discredit divination, but cannot do so without discrediting his own art so to save this from happening he assigns augury to religious practice. This has the effect of making his overall argument weaker, as if he were picking and choosing what practices should be designated to which areas for his own personal benefit. [28:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XXXVI, 76, p457 (English)]  [29:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XXXIX, 81, p463 (English)] 

For lots, such as throwing dice, Cicero sees this as ‘a means of encouraging superstition and error’ and dismisses it completely.[footnoteRef:30] Concerning astrology, his overall views can be summarised in his statement that it is ‘evident that one’s birth is more affected by local environment than by the condition of the moon’.[footnoteRef:31] He gives examples of scenarios where lots of people have died at the same time, such as at the battle of Cannae and asks whether they all had the same horoscope in order to reinforce his opinion.[footnoteRef:32] It could be argued that if these areas are considered so trivial, why should Cicero refer to them at all, but he does so in order to belittle Stoic logic whose premise Quintus’ arguments are based, and scathingly retorts ‘my own reasoning has convinced me that the Stoic view of divination smacked too much of superstition.’[footnoteRef:33]  [30:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XLI, 85, p467 (English)]  [31:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XLVI, 96, p479 (English)]  [32:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XLVII, 97, p481 (English)]  [33:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, XLVIII, 100, p483 (English)] 

Cicero considers two final areas; oracles who he believes can be bribed and therefore are not free of guile and dreams, whereby he states that ‘the fact remains that men in sleep assume many false apparitions to be true’.[footnoteRef:34] He furthers this by stating that if enough conjecture is applied, eventually it will appear as prophecy, but that really ‘it is perfectly clear that none of the visions seen in dreams have their origin in the will of the gods’.[footnoteRef:35] He furthers this by asking why if they are forewarnings are they delivered in sleep; ‘what purpose is served by dark and enigmatic dreams? Surely the gods ought to want us to understand the advice they give us’.[footnoteRef:36] He thus dismisses oracles and dreams alike as valid practice.  [34:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, LVIII, 120, p507 (English)]  [35:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, LX, 124, p511 (English)]  [36:  W.A. Falconer, (trans), ‘Cicero – On Divination (De divinatione), 2, LXIV, 132, p518 (English)
] 


Conclusion
This essay has critically reviewed the arguments presented by Cicero against divination in his work De Divinatione. It has shown that Cicero dismisses divination in most of its forms, only faltering when it comes to augury which is his occupation. To overcome this, he instils it as a religious practice rather than divinatory one. This however does have the effect of weakening his overall argument as it shows he can alter his stance to accommodate a form he is familiar with and adds weight to his own position.
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