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This essay critically reviews Marcus Tullius Cicero (106 bce–43 bce)’s arguments against divination as presented in translation in the Loeb Classical Library edition of De Divinatione (On Divination), W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923
. In general, it finds that Cicero initially approaches divination with empathy, nuance and consideration that arguably approximates, if not even foreshadows, the modern phenomenological method employed to analyse the same within scholarly and academic circles, aiming very much to contextualise and describe “in all its complexity the manifold layers of experience”
 of divination, even as he argues against it; however, he ultimately ends up not only committing the same fallacies of assumption in Book II that he implicitly suggests his opponents’ arguments, consolidated within the persona of Quintus, are also doing in Book I, but trying to overcome them via argumentation that seems to be occasionally developed on affect and emotion alone.
Initially, Cicero’s rigour of scholarship and fair, rational and academic treatment of the subject he is deconstructing and analysing is unmistakeable, scaffolded and consistently pronounced throughout Divinatione; he opens the work, for example, by not only providing a thorough understanding of the history and context of divination in his particular spatiotemporal and/or synchronic context, but by highlighting its phenomenologically-observed paradoxical nature as both a “science which enables [people] to foretell what any [person]’s lot will be and for what fate they are born
 and an art “acquired…through a remote past extending over almost countless ages”
, as well as its universal appeal as a possible source and method of inquiry to all people, “however refined and learned or however savage and ignorant”
. This keen attention to providing a fairly comprehensive and accessible treatment of divination not only supports the uninitiated reader (and especially so with an area of human experience that is often perceived as unfamiliar, irrational, dangerous and/or unsafe
), but encourages and pre-empts the reader to frame their own thinking and consideration of the text in both a similar phenomenological fashion and with reference to their own universal lived experience of finding divination appealing; in other words, Cicero therefore invites the reader quite effectively to remain open to paradox and tension, defamiliarization and reorientation, and epistemological and ontological uncertainty, all concepts and schema that are absolutely vital for a thorough, fair and consistent exploration of a phenomenon that (as Cicero also explicitly acknowledges) manifests quite differently in different cultures
 and via a variety of different practices and traditions
. 
It should therefore come as no surprise that Divinatione also appears to deliberately increase the weight of consideration given to divination and arguments for it in the Roman and Cicero’s own context
, again evidently as a means of highlighting and accounting for Cicero’s own positionality, and again initially adhering quite closely to modern standards of anthropological investigation and analysis
; that Cicero has read and considered the work of the Socratic School is also not entirely unexpected, as his own writing initially arguably adheres quite closely to the Socratic practices of acknowledging and making doubt explicit toward encouraging a similar careful unpacking of the reader’s own thinking on their own part, and highlighting the considerations that engender such doubt
. In Cicero’s case these seem to be both agentically- and self-reflexively oriented, where he acknowledges that he is “afraid of giving a too hasty assent to a proposition which may turn out false or insufficiently established”
, and motivated by an interest in deferring to the collective and/or average reader’s perspective in his particular context, where he observes that he runs “the risk of committing a crime against the gods if we disregard them, or of becoming involved in old women’s superstition if we approve them”
. 
Cicero then goes on to present and embed the majority of his arguments in dialogic form
, a genre specific to his time. The use of the persona of his brother Quintus in this genre helps to legitimise many of the counter-arguments that Cicero presents in the earlier sections of the text, and allows the reader to empathise with both the counter-arguments for divination that Cicero outlines, and later, to a limited degree, Cicero’s own arguments, since the image that Cicero initially constructs of his own approach to reasoning in Book I is one of strong, careful respect for all perspectives, and therefore one that can be trusted to persuade and reason with care and logic. A similar reasoning can also be discerned from the decision to subsequently have Quintus present long tracts of poetic meditations and musings on natural phenomena, dreams and events adjacent to divination from his own observations and devising
, from those of well-known contemporaries and/or immediate predecessors across space and time in the classical world, including Chrysippus
, Philistus
, Ennius
, Tarquin the Proud
, Heraclides Ponticus
, Dinon
, Callanus of India
, Coelius
, Agathocles
, Plato
, Xenophon
, Aristotle
, Sophocles
, Epicurus
, Posidonius
, Plautus
, Gaius Coponius
, Cratippus
, Sulla
, Callisthenes
, Democritus
, Chrysippus
, Diogenes
, Homer
, Divitiacus the Aeduan
, Sisenna
, Lucius Flaccus
, Appius Claudius
, Carneades
, Dicaearchus
, Antiphon
, Herodotus
, Antipater
, Pacuvius
, and of course (as one might expect by now) Cicero himself, with Quintus either citing his own works My Consulship
 and Marius
, or describing Cicero’s own accounts of his dreams via another mutual acquaintance Sallustius
, as well as a series of proto-ethnographic observations of how different cultures in their time period have conceived of and practiced divination
, including their own Roman paradigm
. Again, such an immense level of detail from so many perspectives again not only humanises Quintus’s point of view, but frames it in a modality that ensures the reader pays attention to the derivation of arguments for divination itself as emerging from everyday observations that anyone can make, and which Cicero has Quintus point out may even be self-evident in Cicero’s own work
; the reader is encouraged to think about how we ourselves might examine and rationalise for ourselves the processes behind why “slow, clumsy oxen” have their “glances upturned to light of the heavens”
, and/or why we might or might not deem dreams as “trustworthy”
 – and whether the processes and rationalisations behind such analyses and conclusions are truly legitimate, as Cicero suggests by having Quintus critique and highlight Cicero’s own writing that from the perspective of Quintus (and even therefore from the reader) might arguably suggest a belief in divination. And Cicero even dares to take this one step further: as Quintus points out, and even goes on to quite fairly justify, “’But,’ it is objected, ‘sometimes predictions are made which do not come true.’”
 Cicero’s decision to have Quintus even present these and other (admittedly less-convincing) rebuttals, such as again an appeal to tradition, the numerous established authorities cited above who had “divinely inspired dream[s]”
 and “facts that antiquity has established”
 and to records that “cover a period of four hundred and seventy thousand years”
, is again not just highly suggestive of the depth to which Cicero is embedded in Socratic methods of analysis and investigation, which we indeed arguably rightfully privilege today, but further suitable for encouraging the reader to metacognitively examine their own thinking, and take sides against it especially (considering the number of times it is mentioned or alluded to) in regard to facts and beliefs taken for granted. This, in turn, invites more rigorous self-understanding and thereafter more refined thinking about divination itself
, and again helps to support a very thorough and objective framing of the subject matter at hand at a larger level. 

Indeed, by the time the reader has worked through the meticulous, almost encyclopaedic recounting of various examples of divination provided by the character of Quintus, they are ready to handle the more complex and arguably more controversial material that Cicero seems to privilege, and which is carefully concealed within the more implicit and arguably subversive If- logic chain statements presented by Quintus late in Book I
, beginning with and as especially encapsulated by
if there are gods and they do not make clear to man in advance what the future will be, then they do not love man; or, they themselves do not know what the future will be; or, they think that it is of no advantage to man to know what it will be; or, they think it inconsistent with their dignity to give man forewarnings of the future; or, finally, they, though gods, cannot give intelligible signs of coming events.

The industrious, systematic preceding efforts of Cicero to conscientiously frame and develop the counter-arguments for divination as reasonable now pay off by supporting the reader’s heightened awareness of implicature and paradox, such that the numerous assumptions beneath the overt arguments that Quintus makes in an extended section dealing quite substantially for the first time with whether divination actually works or not are finally visible for the reader without Cicero having to state them overtly. A similar effect is observed toward the very end of Book I
, where Cicero has Quintus unpack the second type of people who engage in divination, which Quintus claims “make predictions, not as the result of direct heavenly inspiration, but by the use of their own reason” 
; again, the reader has already been conditioned to observe the tension between considering divination as an art and/or a science, and therefore to examine in more detail, and even question, how and why Quintus has developed this categorisation system, and how and why we are left to return, again and again, to the incompletely-unpacked assertion and “proposition…that there is a divine power which pervades the lives of [people]”
. By the time we reach the similarly not-fully-deconstructed idea that 
if every animal moves its body forward, sideways, or backward at will, it bends, twists, extends, and contracts its members as it pleases, and performs these various motions almost mechanically; how much easier it is for such results to be accomplished by a god, whose divine will all things obey!

the reader is thus arguably quite easily able to recognise that Quintus’s logic has not only been fully explained for the reader in the way that Cicero’s ‘own’ pre-Quintus arguments in the first section of Book I have been done in a thorough and intelligible fashion, but is starting to rely on fallacies of convenience and logic without providing sufficient evidence, notably in the exclamative “how much easier it is”, which Cicero carefully frames as both a proclamative and also a subversive, thoughtfully crafted reflexive question; a similar questioning is invited when Quintus suddenly expands his categorisation scheme of what constitutes or does not constitute divination to finally include the (to the modern reader, at least) mysteriously otherwise-absent “fortune-tellers, or those who prophesy for money, or necromancers, or mediums…Marsian augurs…Astrologers who haunt the circus grounds, or Isis-seers, or dream interpreters”
, with arguably minimal justification beyond all of these kinds of divination being regarded as forms of “falsehood” and “trickery” because they are able to direct 

others how to go, and yet
What road to take they do not know themselves;
From those to whom they promise wealth they beg
A coin
.
Is what counts as legitimate divination then purely premised on social relationships and/or one’s social standing, and/or one’s ability to achieve their contemporary and socially-defined definition of success? Perhaps it is no accident that Cicero then leads us into Book Two with an exploration of exactly those questions that the reader might have about his own ethos and background, and his social standing such that he can comment on these issues at all
, especially in the context of his time, to the extent that he carefully reminds the reader that 
When the last-named fate had befallen my country, and I had been debarred from my former activities, I began to cultivate anew these present studies that by their means, rather than by any other, I might relieve my mind of its worries and at the same time serve my fellow-countrymen as best I could under the circumstances.

That Cicero must justify his explorations into divination at all as happening on the basis of serving his country and his society is intriguing, and very well-recognised by this particular author, for example, as a narrative-performative strategy used to deflect attention from and/or create conditions for societal acceptance of controversial or possibly collectively-damning ideas and arguments
; that such controversy might reach heightened levels allows us to also understand why Cicero seems to indulge in a first entire book-length volume featuring the arguments for divination – and only gradually unpacking the incomplete assumptions underlying them. Perhaps even stronger evidence for this is his otherwise-rather unusual suggestion near the start of Book II that he must reply to Quintus 
with great diffidence and with many misgivings, and in such a way as to affirm nothing and question everything. For if I should assume anything that I said to be certain I should myself be playing the diviner while saying that no such thing as divination exists!

When contrasted with Quintus’s repeated assertions that the divine must surely exist in some fashion as the fact that thereby gives rise to the legitimacy of divination, we now understand that Cicero seeks to dismiss the arguments he has Quintus present on the basis that they are developed on unfounded assumption.
However, most regrettably, Cicero as himself also appears to commit this very same fallacy right after critiquing Quintus for doing the same thing: his first argument is premised on the theoretically viable but practically unsteady assumption that “”there is no place for divination” or use for it
; similarly, its later extension, framed in the question that “how can anything be foreseen that has no cause and no distinguishing mark of its coming”
, makes the again possible but logically difficult-to-falsify assumption that no such causal or distinguishing connections can ever truly be evinced within such practices, especially since he already made the range of practices that Quintus considers divination fairly broad. Statements such as “And yet chance does exist, therefore there is no foreknowledge of things that happen by chance”
 do little to add to Cicero’s argument, since the first statement does not preclude the second; the same is unfortunately obtained with “But you insist that all things happen by Fate; therefore there is no such thing as divination”, which not only lacks nuance and conflates the various definitional categories established in Book I by the Quintus persona, but also has no internal causal link between its two clauses. Arguments premised merely on a mostly personal-subjective approach to the utility of divination also follow, including the bare attestations that “a knowledge of the future would be a disadvantage”
 (which has nothing to do with whether divination exists or not), that some cultures disdain it
, and that Quintus should have “employed arguments and reason to show that all your propositions were true and you ought not to have resorted to so-called occurrences”
 – with the last actually possibly carrying more weight had Cicero as himself provided an alternative form of argumentation in Book II.
Indeed, most unfortunately, Cicero starts to ignore the implicit principles he set up for the counter-rebuttals he had Quintus discuss in Book I, with the original idea that he is “afraid of giving a too hasty assent to a proposition which may turn out false or insufficiently established”
 seemingly forgotten; although this is arguably a feature of writing in his particular context
, the rhetoric, for example, that divination by entrails cannot possibly be systematically understood is also an assumption that is never unpacked or supported with evidence
 – he claims that they are “inventions of art”
, but the reader is never given a very good explanation for why this actually might be the case. The same is evident when he asserts that with sacrifice, “choosing the victim is almost like a throw of the dice, especially as facts prove it”
 – if the assumption here that nothing divine is at work is faulty for a lack of evidence, the assumption here is that chance is responsible is also equally faulty, but is merely repeated with emphasis as if this is enough to prove its validity 
. The idea that “there is no divination, therefore there are no gods”
 ultimately starts to take on a life of its own throughout Book II in the same way that the Quintus persona ran with the similarly incomplete assumption that the gods do exist throughout Book I – further incompletely-justified assertions are also made with regard to divination via the weather
, dice
, portents of birth
, war
 and change
, lots and general signs and auspices
, cock-crowing
, electrical discharges from flashes
, omens
, prophecies and horoscopes
, and dreams and sleep
, alongside arguments that are premised entirely on social standing, such as

If I were to ask Chrysippus the causes of all the phenomena just mentioned, that distinguished writer on divination would never say that they happened by chance, but he would find an explanation for each of them in the laws of nature. 

Because Cicero is essentially rebutting the arguments he presented in the persona of Quintus (i.e. rebutting himself), this lack of nuance and thoughtfulness becomes all the more regrettable, especially when so much of both was arguably given to Quintus’s arguments; in fact, the Quintus persona even occasionally presents as more persuasive precisely because Cicero as himself employs rather extreme language that creates a strong sense of dissonance between Books I and II, such as the somewhat inadvertently-ironic statement that “it is the height of folly to hold the gods as direct agents and not to inquire into the causes of things”
, and of course, bare exclamatives such as “What inconceivable madness!”
, which continue even when Quintus is returned to the narrative in Book II.

Ultimately, therefore, Cicero’s arguments may aspire to a dismantling of those in favour of divination presented by Quintus, but his own, when applied to the same rigorous principles, also do not quite withstand scrutiny. Perhaps this is best captured in the closing sections of Book II, where to challenge Cratippus’s argument that many prophecies come true, he asks “what of the fact that many more don’t come true?”
; it is straightforward enough to simply reply “but still, what of those that do?” to reveal the still-incomplete argumentation against divination underneath. The reader is finally left wondering if both books of De Divinatione were written simply to attempt to underscore Cicero’s vociferous yet undersupported declaration that he will never grant alternative “contention[s] as to the existence of divination”
, even though through the Quintus persona, he already appears to have done so to quite some noticeably paradoxical degree.
(3150 words exact)
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