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A Critical Analysis of Cicero’s De Divinatione

Introduction
     This essay critically examines Cicero’s De Divinatione, published in Rome in 44 BCE.[footnoteRef:1] Analyzing both De Divinatione and secondary source scholarly interpretations, this essay explores Cicero’s rhetoric and literary methodology, and his politico-cultural context to consider the purpose, explicit and inexplicit, of De Divinatione. [1:  Cicero, Marcus T. De Divinatione, LCL 154: 213-540. Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge: Harvard, University Press (1923), <DOI: 10.4159/DLCL.marcus_tullius_cicero-de_divinatione.1923>] 


De Divinatione Context and Summary 
      De Divinatione was written by Marcus Tullius Cicero, a statesman[footnoteRef:2] living in Rome during the late republic and inception of the Roman empire.[footnoteRef:3] Cicero himself was a Roman augur, responsible for interpreting ‘the will of the gods for the state.’[footnoteRef:4] Although Cicero wrote De Divinatione during Caesar’s dictatorship, it was published only after his assassination.[footnoteRef:5] De Divinatione was Cicero’s second work ‘of three on theology,’[footnoteRef:6] written after De Natura Deorum and before De Fato.[footnoteRef:7] Previously, Cicero had supported maintaining divination, but by the time of De Divinatione’s publication had ‘become convinced’ that divinatory practice was a ‘superstition which “should be torn up by the roots,”’[footnoteRef:8] a conclusion some scholars regard as a ‘volte-face.’[footnoteRef:9]   [2:  Linderski, Jerzy, “Cicero and Roman Divination,” La Parola del Passato 37, fasc. 202, 1982 (1983), pp 12-38, Roman Questions Stuttgart (1995), <Academia.edu> [Accessed 1 March 2024], p 17]  [3:  Peralta, Dan-El Padilla, “Ecology, Epistemology, and Divination in Cicero De Divinatione” 1.90–94.” Arethusa, vol. 51, no. 3 (2018) pp. 237–67. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/26717022> [Accessed 3 Mar. 2024] p 257]  [4:  Tucker, C. Wayne, “Cicero, Augur, De Iure Augurali.” The Classical World, vol. 70, no. 3 (1976) pp. 171–77 <https://doi.org/10.2307/4348603> p 171]  [5:  Cicero, De Divinatione, Introduction, LCL 154: 214-215.]  [6:  DeFilippo, Joseph G, “Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination,” In Philodorema: Essays in Greek and Roman Philosophy in Honor of Phillip Mitsis, edited by David Konstan and David Sider, 313–30. Parnassos Press – Fonte Aretusa (2022) <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv2fjwpqn.19> p 313]  [7:  Cicero, Introduction, LCL 154: 214-215]  [8:  Cicero, LCL 154: 216-217]  [9:  Goar, Robert J, “The Purpose of De Divinatione,” Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 99 (1968) pp. 241–48 <https://doi.org/10.2307/2935842> p 243] 

      Cicero identified as part of the ‘New Academy,’ referring to the ‘skeptical phase of Plato’s Academy.’[footnoteRef:10] The skeptical philosophical method encouraged withholding ‘assent’ from any conclusion or ‘proposition’ without full knowledge.[footnoteRef:11] Cicero employs this skeptical approach in De Divinatione, framing the discussion as a dialogue between himself and his brother, Quintus Cicero.[footnoteRef:12] This discursive method allows Cicero to craft an argument on both sides, therefore ‘dramatizing the Academic method.’[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  DeFilippo, “Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination,” p 313]  [11:  DeFilippo, p 315]  [12:  Cicero, Introduction, LCL 154: 214-215]  [13:  DeFilippo, p 316] 

De Divinatione is divided into two parts. Book I expresses the ‘Stoic defense’ of divination,’ represented by Quintus, and Book II forwards a skeptical response, represented by Marcus Cicero (Cicero) himself.[footnoteRef:14] Quintus defines divination as ‘the foresight and knowledge of future events.’[footnoteRef:15] Though Cicero promotes a case both for and against divination, the structure and method of the two characters’ arguments differ notably. In Book I, Quintus presents an extensive and largely disorganized list of anecdotes and examples of divination. In Book I, it is the quantity of empirical evidence that serves as proof of divination’s legitimacy. Quintus admits that ‘ancients’ who practiced divination ‘were influenced more by actual results than by reason.’[footnoteRef:16] His case for divination is aimed at ‘tracing its source to God, to nature, and to fate,’[footnoteRef:17] and thoroughly addresses both natural and artificial examples of divination.[footnoteRef:18] From the start, Quintus appeals to the historical inheritance of divination as an ‘ancient belief, handed down.’[footnoteRef:19] He also refers to evidence of divination across cultures:  ‘I am aware of no people…which does not think that signs are given of future events.’[footnoteRef:20] Quintus’s argument rests on the Stoic idea that one can comprehend that something happens without understanding why, as with the example of Great blue herons’ warning cries or evergreen tree’s three-fold budding.[footnoteRef:21] Book I concludes that divination is maintained across time and culture, with consistent enough results to confirm its validity.  [14:  DeFilippo, p 316]  [15:  Cicero, Book I, LCL 154: 222-223, I]  [16:  Cicero, Book I, LCL 226-227, III]  [17:  Cicero, Introduction, LCL 218-219]  [18:  Cicero, Book I, LCL 234-235, VI]  [19:  Cicero,. Book I, LCL 154: 222-223, I]  [20:  Cicero, Book I, LCL 154: 222-223, I]  [21:  Cicero, Book I, LCL 154: 238-241, IX] 

In contrast with Quintus’s piecemeal, anecdotal case for divination, Cicero’s response is systematic. He regards each type of divination in turn, including soothsaying and entrails, omens and astrology, frenzy and dreams,[footnoteRef:22] and offers an alternative explanation or logical attack for each. He discredits Quintus’s examples where natural science, astronomy, or mathematics provide a causal explanation, such as the effect of the moon on the tides.[footnoteRef:23] He rejects Fate and the benefits of foreknowledge,[footnoteRef:24] and argues it is ‘inconsistent with the dignity of the gods’ to give insight about the future through dreams.[footnoteRef:25] In Book II, Cicero invokes scientific and philosophical thinking, as well as ethical sensibility. His conclusion is clear. He promotes eliminating superstition but retaining Roman religious rites: ‘I want it distinctly understood that the destruction of superstition does not mean the destruction of religion.’[footnoteRef:26] Cicero ‘attacks divination, not the divine,’ Goar summarizes.[footnoteRef:27]  [22:  Cicero, Book II, LCL 154: 400-401, XII]  [23:  Cicero, Book II, LCL 154: 406-407, XIV]  [24:  Cicero, Book II, LCL 154: 390-391, VII]  [25:  Cicero, Book II, LCL 154: 488-498, LI]  [26:  Cicero, Book II, LCL 154: 536-537, LXVXII ]  [27:  Goar, “The Purpose of De Divinatione,” p 243] 


Secondary Source Interpretations of De Divinatione
Though Cicero stated his intent, secondary source scholarship on De Divination offers a range of interpretations about the text’s significance that complexify Cicero’s declaration. Scholars reinforce the idea that Cicero’s choice of rhetorical method is central to understanding the dialectical purpose of De Divinatione, and others look to Cicero’s broader political and cultural context to understand a motivation for this work that extends beyond a one-sided attack on divination.  

Examining Cicero’s rhetoric and methodology
Analyzing Cicero’s rhetorical choices and structure helps clarify the significance of De Divinatione. DeFilippo emphasizes Cicero’s skeptical method and dialectical aims.[footnoteRef:28] Schofield proposes De Divinatione’s methodology was a choice to exercise oppositional arguments, not to demolish belief.[footnoteRef:29] Beard takes this a step further, suggesting Cicero strove to integrate the Greek and Roman approaches,[footnoteRef:30] and Krostenko draws a related conclusion that Cicero sought to reveal weaknesses within both fideism and skepticism.[footnoteRef:31] [28:  DeFilippo, p 317]  [29:  Schofield, Malcolm, “Cicero for and against Divination,” The Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986) pp 47–65. <https://doi.org/10.2307/300365> p 47]  [30:  Beard, Mary, “Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,” The Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986) pp. 33–46. <https://doi.org/10.2307/300364>]  [31:  Krostenko, Brian A, “Beyond (Dis)Belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione,” Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-) 130 (2000) pp 353–91 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/284315> [Accessed 1 March 2024]] 

Joseph DeFilippo responds to Denyer’s conclusion that since divination rests on principles of communication, not cause, Cicero’s case in Book II is irrelevant.[footnoteRef:32] Highlighting the importance of the Academic method, DeFilippo emphasizes Cicero’s skeptical ‘strategy,’[footnoteRef:33] because without this context ‘it is not possible to understand his method…or the results.’[footnoteRef:34] Cicero’s goal in De Divinatione is dialectical, DeFilippo clarifies.[footnoteRef:35] Whereas Quintus provides empirical evidence enumerating the instances of divination, the skeptic response from Cicero ‘needs only to raise countervailing doubt’ and a reasonable case against the Stoic explanation.[footnoteRef:36] Within this skeptical context, the dialogue in De Divinatione successfully articulated both sides.  [32:  Denyer, Nicholas, “The Case Against Divination: an Examination of Cicero’s ‘De Divinatione,’” Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, no. 31 (211) (1985) pp. 1–10. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/44696924> [Accessed 1 March 2024].p 6]  [33:  Beard, “Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,” p 40]  [34:  DeFilippo, p 317]  [35:  DeFilippo, p 325]  [36:  DeFilippo, p 324] 

Malcolm Schofield also focuses on Cicero’s rhetorical method. He suggests Cicero was ‘attracted by the special opportunities for philosophical rhetoric’ De Divinatione allowed, creating two styles of rhetoric that are a ‘kind of marriage of the Greek and the Roman.’[footnoteRef:37] Schofield also centers Cicero’s Academic method, pursuing inquiry, not dogma.[footnoteRef:38] Rather than a ‘tract against superstition,’[footnoteRef:39] or ‘demolition of belief,’ [footnoteRef:40] Schofield understands it as an ‘exercise in opposition of arguments.’[footnoteRef:41] And, he argues, the case against divination launched in Book II is not necessarily the stronger case; examples from Book I are also compelling.[footnoteRef:42]  [37:  Schofield, “Cicero for and against Divination,” p 47]  [38:  Schofield, p 58]  [39:  Schofield, p 47]  [40:  Schofield, p 61]  [41:  Schofield, p 47]  [42:  Schofield, p 62-63] 

Two other scholars, Mary Beard and Brian Krosenko, draw similar conclusions that De Divinatione’s cases against and for divination both hold weight. Beard argues that De Divinatione is best understood as a dialogue dealing with ‘problems of cultural integration’ between Greek philosophy and Roman tradition.[footnoteRef:43] Beard agrees with Schofield that the dialogue allows Cicero to depersonalize his own voice, but then Beard elaborates this idea.[footnoteRef:44] She suggests this rhetorical device creates a ‘suspension of judgment’[footnoteRef:45] that both provides ‘an integration between traditional religious practice and Hellenizing philosophy,’ and reveals the challenges this integration produced for Cicero.[footnoteRef:46] Reconciling the ‘Greek theoretical approach’ with the Roman practice and institutions was a ‘process of active reinterpretation.’[footnoteRef:47] According to Beard, the significance of De Divinatione it not its skepticism, but its contribution to ‘cultural development’ and its effort as ‘a specifically religious treatise.’[footnoteRef:48] [43:  Beard, p 40]  [44:  Beard, p 35]  [45:  Beard, p 43]  [46:  Beard, p 45]  [47:  Beard, p 41]  [48:  Beard, p 36] 

Krostenko’s analysis aligns with Beard’s on several points. He agrees that ‘the second book is not an unproblematic account of Cicero’s own views.’[footnoteRef:49] He considers Cicero’s rhetorical approach an attempt to illustrate ‘shortcomings of both fideism and skepticism’”[footnoteRef:50] and ultimately create ‘dialectical solution to the polarities of the dialogue.’[footnoteRef:51] These interpretations reflect Beard’s. But Krostenko proposes Cicero’s rhetorical flourishes are ‘an attempt to distance himself as part of a larger effort to grapple with the issue of the use of religious symbols in public life, from a mode of symbolic expression that…had become distasteful to him.’[footnoteRef:52] This is evidenced in Cicero’s passage rejecting dream divination, questioning the proposition that the gods in their power and dignity would ‘scurry around the bedrooms of every mortal.’[footnoteRef:53] Cicero’s argument here relies on rhetoric and sensibility – that the gods would not ‘scurry’ –rather than a philosophical argument.[footnoteRef:54] Krostenko discusses the political context influencing Cicero’s sensibilities, which will be discussed further in the section on political context. [49:  Krostenko, Brian A, “Beyond (Dis)Belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione,” p 354]  [50:  Krostenko, p 354]  [51:  Krostenko, p 385]  [52:  Krostenko, p 355]  [53:  Cicero, Book II, LCL 154: 515-518, LXIII]  [54:  Krostenko, p 357] 

In summary, scholars vary in their interpretations of De Divinatione’s rhetoric and method. But taken together, patterns emerge that permit several modest conclusions. First, although Cicero’s explicit intent is clear, ‘to weed out evert root of superstition,’ the effect of his text is more nuanced.[footnoteRef:55] DeFilippo and Schofield’s calls to contextualize Cicero’s words as skeptical rhetoric, with Beard and Krosenko’s suggestions that Cicero’s work attempt an updated religious approach and sensibility, are enough to maintain a more complex analysis of Cicero’s purpose than that which he stated explicitly. Beyond just attacking divination, Cicero sought an updated theology. This raises the question of why Cicero was invested in such a revised religious approach, a question explored below within the political and cultural context of De Divinatione. [55:  Cicero, Book II, LCL 154: 536-539, LXXII] 


Political and cultural context
Expanding the focus of analysis to the political and cultural context of at the time of De Divinatione, further insight into Cicero’s purpose can be gleaned. Cicero wrote De Divinatione in the late Roman Republic, when skepticism of divination was not uncommon,[footnoteRef:56] and during Caesar’s empire, a period of intercultural contact and military expansion.[footnoteRef:57] Ripat, Krostenko, and Peralta explore how these political conditions may have shaped Cicero’s explicit and implicit conclusions about divination and religion.  [56:  Beard, p 33]  [57:  Peralta, Dan-El Padilla, “Ecology, Epistemology, and Divination in Cicero De Divinatione,” 1.90–94.” Arethusa, vol. 51, no. 3 (2018) pp. 237–67 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/26717022> [Accessed 3 Mar. 2024] p 251] 

Divination was a popular topic in Cicero’s era; ‘no area of religion was more written about in the late Republican Rome than divination,’ Schofield highlights. [footnoteRef:58] Cicero’s effort to attack superstitious divination, but retain its ‘beneficial social effects’ was not an unusual view ‘for someone of his time and social class.’[footnoteRef:59] To understand this view, Beard turns to Linderski and Momigliano’s claim that for Cicero, ‘this shift from faith to skepticism may be ascribed…to his disillusionment with the state religion, whose forms he saw increasingly exploited by the Caesarian faction.’[footnoteRef:60]  [58:  Schofield, p 49]  [59:  DeFilippo, p 318]  [60:  Beard, p 34] 

Krostenko reinforces this connection, claiming De Divinatione is ‘a response to Caesar’s ascent.’[footnoteRef:61] The ‘tacit concern’[footnoteRef:62] for Cicero is the use and abuse of religious symbols within Caesar’s empire.[footnoteRef:63] Caesar had coins with his image alongside images of divinities,[footnoteRef:64] had a ‘statue among the gods and created a priesthood for his genius,’ and had claimed special relationship to Venus.[footnoteRef:65] Thus, Cicero experienced how the exploitation of religious symbols ‘can upset the balance of power.’[footnoteRef:66] Given Pauline Ripat’s examination of the ways circular thinking about divination contributed to legitimizing ‘Republican politicians and eventually emperors,’[footnoteRef:67] Cicero’s tacit concern seems founded.[footnoteRef:68]  [61:  Krostenko, p 386]  [62:  Krostenko, p 386]  [63:  Krostenko, p 384]  [64:  Krostenko, p 384]  [65:  Krostenko, p 383]  [66:  Krosenko, p 380]  [67:  Ripat, p 157]  [68:  Ripat, p 155] 

In addition to the impact of Caesar’s dictatorship within Rome, the period was also marked by the impact of cultural contact through the empire’s military expansion. Dan-El Padilla Peralta examines the ‘ethnographic turn of Roman divination’ during the period of Cicero’s writing.[footnoteRef:69] As emperor, Caesar traveled extensively. This travel ‘haunts’ the list of divinatory examples in De Divinatione, because it was this circumstance for intercultural contact ‘that generated the significant portion of the ethnographic knowledge’ that both Quintus and Marcus reference.[footnoteRef:70] Peralta explains how this enumeration of non-Roman examples reflects an ongoing grappling with cultural difference, and ‘points to an incipient (if never fully realized) scientific program for integrating divination and ecology that depended on heightened awareness of place.’[footnoteRef:71] [69:  Peralta, Dan-El Padilla, “Ecology, Epistemology, and Divination in Cicero De Divinatione,”p 258]  [70:  Peralta, p 251]  [71:  Peralta, p 255] 

Indeed, Quintus refers repeatedly to non-Roman divination. For instance, he writes, ‘I am aware of no people, however refined and learned or however savage and ignorant, which does not think that signs are given of future events.’[footnoteRef:72] Non-Roman divinatory practice was experienced through the ‘lens of travel and conquest,’ which imply unequal power dynamics.[footnoteRef:73] Quintus reveals the sense of subordination that is associated with non-Romans, writing, ‘nor is the practice of divination disregarded even among uncivilized tribes, if indeed there are Druids in Gaul.’[footnoteRef:74] Representing these exchanges as taking place ‘between seeming equals masks the kind of power imbalance’ undoubtedly present, imbalances that are understood better in current scholarship on ‘postcolonial investigations of culture and empire.’[footnoteRef:75] During this period, difference was being ‘constituted by and through this imperialization,’ and part of this process was ‘mastering’ other cultures and their systems of divination.[footnoteRef:76] This unfinished cultural and religious reconciliation of difference, and the tendency to subordinating non-Roman religion, is legible in De Divinatione.  [72:  Cicero, Book I, LCL 154: 222-223, I]  [73:  Peralta, p 252]  [74:  Cicero, Book I, LCL 154: 320-321, XLI]  [75:  Peralta, p 253]  [76:  Peralta, p 253-254] 

Krostenko also acknowledges the tone of elitism and subordination in descriptions non-Roman divinatory practices, noting where his ‘chauvinism sometimes comes to the fore,’ citing one among many instances of regarding nations as ‘uncultured.’[footnoteRef:77] Both Krostenko and Peralta identify how aspects of Cicero’s politico-cultural context influence the impact of De Divinatione, beyond Cicero’s explicit intent.  [77:  Krosenko, p 364] 


Explicit and inexplicit motives in De Divinatione
The purpose of Cicero’s De Divinatione can be understood by reading Cicero’s stated aims alongside the unstated motives evident through a contextualized analysis of the text. To return to Cicero’s words, he declares: ‘speaking frankly, superstition, which is widespread among the nations, has taken advantage of human weakness to cast its spell over the mind of almost ever man.’[footnoteRef:78] He pronounces his desire to keep religion and certain rites for social reasons,[footnoteRef:79] but eliminate superstition. Cicero references his political context indirectly, writing in the opening of Book II that ‘my countrymen will pardon me…because, when the State was in the power of one man, I refused to hide myself, to quit my place, or to be cast down.’[footnoteRef:80] He proceeds to reference Plato’s idea of ‘revolutions’ in government from democracy to tyranny, acknowledging the relevance of his political circumstance to the content of De Divinatione.[footnoteRef:81]  [78:  Cicero, De Divinatione, Book II, LCL 154: 536-537, LXXII]  [79:  DeFilippo, p 318]  [80:  Cicero, Book II, LCL 154: 374-375, II]  [81:  Cicero, Book II, LCL 154: 374-375, II] 

On the other hand, there are motives present in De Divinatione that Cicero did not directly name: first, the challenges of integrating Greek philosophy with Roman tradition;[footnoteRef:82] second, the interest in upholding a particular sensibility and dignity, of the gods and the state; and third, the degree to which cultural difference and negotiation of politico-cultural power differentials, in the context of Caesar’s expanding empire, appear to shape the discussion of divination.[footnoteRef:83] Cicero’s concerns and motivations were rooted in Caesar’s empire, in the cultural shifts that were a result of this empire’s expansion.  [82:  Beard]  [83:  Peralta] 

Here, a small incongruity in Cicero’s intentions comes into view. There is sufficient evidence to claim that De Divinatione conveys a tone that reveals Cicero’s effort to uphold the dignity of Roman institutions, against Caesar’s exploitations of divination and religions symbolism.[footnoteRef:84] There are also traces in De Divinatione that carry the tone of Roman imperial superiority, between Roman and non-Roman cultures. This contrast points to a subtle discordance in motives. Cicero hoped De Divinatione’s would help fortify Roman religious institutions from the types of vulnerabilities he had witnessed under the dictatorship, but it also less explicitly relied on, and thus inscribed, a sensibility of elitism over non-Roman nations and cultures in the region. De Divinatione was both a response to Cicero’s politico-cultural context, and it was a product of this same context, inscribing cultural biases of the Roman empire. The purpose of De Divinatione can be understood, then, as an effort to offer renovated and relevant Roman religious practice and sensibility, suited for Cicero’s particular context, rather than a text promoting destruction of divination generally.  [84:  Krostenko, p 380] 


Conclusion 
      With this essay’s critical examination of De Divinatione, both its rhetorical choices and Cicero’s politico-cultural context, a more culturally and temporally specific understanding of De Divinatione’s purpose begins to surface. Explicitly, Cicero declares his intent to discredit superstition and divination. More subtly, Cicero’s rhetorical choices achieve a dialectical solution to fideism and skepticism, and gestures toward a third way of updated religious practice. De Divinatione was written during Caesar’s ascent, and the intercultural contact resulting from this expansion of empire. Within this shifting context, the significance of De Divinatione is not in its role as a generalized demolition of divination, but as a response to Cicero’s particular, rooted context, and the political and cultural changes underway.
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