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Can the theory and practice of divination help distinguish between magic and religion?

(word count 2900)

Introduction

This essay will attempt to distinguish between magic and religion through theories and practices of divination. Magic, religion and divination are difficult concepts to define, it is important to consider cross-cultural meanings and universality of the terms (Werner Cohn and Samuel Klausner, 1962).
 Nevertheless, an attempt has been made to define the concepts, as divination in antiquity is embedded in everyday life, which can be observed in native’s lives through anthropological research projects, especially the work of Edwards Evan-Pritchard. Before delving into the anthropology perspective, the essay will consider how magic and religion was used in Greek divination. How the practices are linked to faith and knowledge, whether all these aspects help distinguish between magic and religion.

Definitions

Firstly, what is divination? Stephen Karcher noted ‘divination reveals what is hidden through irrational means. It does this by connecting us with something divine – god, spirit, angel, daimon, or archetype.’
 Krzysztof Ulanowski’s definition portrayed ‘divination is a means of access to divine knowledge and the decisions of the gods.’
 There were many forms of divination in antiquity, David Brown pointed out the variety of divinations from oracles, extispicy, celestial to dreams (2006).
 Serena Roney-Dougal explained divination as an ‘attempt to elicit from some higher power, supernatural being, or synchronicity, or the collective unconscious.’
 Divination can be perceived as practices of gaining information about situations from the Divine. 

Furthermore, what is magic? Richard Fowler highlighted that the ‘the definition of magic is notoriously difficult’ and is based on ‘the achievement of specific goals.’
 Similarly, Brown described how magic ‘operated within the areas of man’s efforts to exert control over the environment, himself and his peers.’
 Roney-Dougal noted ‘the subliminal mind is the arena in which magic acts,’ and concurred with the view magic is ‘changing our state of awareness to allow more sensations, perceptions, thoughts, ideas, to become conscious.’
 Hence, magic is the use of supernatural forces to accomplish ideals and goals.

On the other hand, what is religion? For Brown religion ‘served the purpose of assisting the institutions in exerting control over the population as a whole.’
 Emile Durkheim viewed religion as ‘a society whose members are united by the fact that they think in the same way in regard to the sacred world and its relations with the profane world, and by the fact that they translate these common ideas into common practices.’
 Nicholas Campion pointed out ‘to insist that religion is only a matter of social relationships ignores the profound sense of engagement with the cosmos, and the divine, that lies at the heart of religious experience.’
 Therefore, both religion and magic appear to utilise the divine for either individual or societal reasons.

Abracadabra

Magic and religion in antiquity is apparent in Plutarch’s treatise on The Obsolescence of Oracles, most importantly he was a priest in Delphi which allowed an insider’s insight into how religion and magic was interwoven. The oracles were a form of divination in which the priestesses relayed the prophecies which denotes a magical element. Although, the oracular divination was conducted in the temple of Delphi, giving the practice a religious connotation. However, what emphasised the oracles as a practice of magic is when Plutarch described the Pythia’s went into a frenzy with smoke coming from underneath them, implying a magical process being used.
 Esther Hamori noted prophecy which is similar to oracular divination, was ‘accepted as a proper religious phenomenon, while “divination” was seen as magical.’
 Therefore, not all divination can be considered to be either magic or religious, there appear to be caveats.

In the practice of oracular divination, Plutarch also referred to daimons, they are considered to be entities ‘midway between gods and men.’
 However, as Stephen Karcher pointed out ‘as part of a great drive towards monotheism and the Kingdom of Heaven, the daimons were turned into devils, demonized through the invention of evil.’
 Karcher also argued the resistance to divinatory practices ‘makes us afraid of our own imagination or of letting the living world around us have a voice.’
  Which can be related to Cicero’s treatise on divination, as he detailed the connection of divination with the cosmos and nature, by the use of entrails, portents, astrology and omens. This interconnection between nature, cosmos, humans and gods, Cicero calls an ‘Eternal Intelligence and Divine Mind.’
 For both, Cicero and Plutarch, there is an inherent connection between magic and religion, the two are not separate entities in antiquity, they are connected because they both involve the Divine and the invisible world. 

Following on from oracular divination, there is more evidence that practices of divination such as ritual, prayer and sacrifice to the gods and goddesses are used both in magic and religion. This is apparent in Pausanias’s Description of Greece which outlines the sanctuary of Demeter, a sanctuary is a sacred place which has religious connotation. However, at the same time by conducting the ritual with the water oracles and mirror it overlaps to the principle of magic.
 Divination in a magical context is apparent in the spells on papyrus, as can be noted on ‘Meeting your own Daimon’ where you are invoking, instructing and performing a spell to gain a particular outcome.
 James Frazer contested the relationship religion and magic has with spirits, he noted that magic ‘constrains or coerces instead of conciliating or propitiating them as religion would do.’
 However, it is undeniable there is a link between magic spells and religious prayers as there is an invocation in both to the divine, this can be identified in ‘Mithras Liturgy.’
 Making it difficult to distinguish between magic and religion, as they become interwoven in practices of divination. 

It can be argued, to distinguish between magic and religion it is important to consider the intention behind the practice. Bronislaw Malinowski (Magic, science religion and other essays 1954) pointed out religious practices were performed for collective and spiritual reasons. Whereas, magic was more for personal goals, where there was a practical gain. Although, it a can be argued that magical practices also have higher intentions, for the soul to connect to the divine and benefit all, as can be seen in the Mithras Liturgy. Emile Durkheim supported Malinowski’s view, with the belief religion is a ‘communal cult and beliefs of a group’ as opposed to magic being an ‘individual, private practice.’
 However, as mentioned earlier the oracles in Plutarch’s treatise were based at Delphi and was a religious practice and people went there for personal goals and practical gains, once again, we can see there is a merging of magic and religion.

Interestingly, Marcel Mauss distinguished between social beliefs associated with the notions of magic and religion. Mauss, identified religion is ‘sanctioned by society’ therefore considered as ‘prescribed and official’. Whereas, magical practices are deemed as ‘unauthorised and abnormal.’
 Delving deeper, social connotations of the terms may cause issues in how the two practices are performed. Religious practices are accepted and hence a public phenomenon; this is apparent with many churches and establishments being constructed. Therefore, magical practices went underground and there was an emergence of mystery schools and cults. Mauss’s distinction can be related to the topic of orthopraxy, which according to the Oxford dictionary is ‘Rightness of action (as distinct from or in addition to rightness of thought); right-doing, practical righteousness; correct practice.’
 Can we distinguish between magic and religion due to the meaning society places on the practices, disregarding any similarities between them. 

From a Land Far Away

Murray and Rosalie Wax recognised a limitation in making a clear distinction between magic, science and religion, as ‘they were wholly ethnocentric and made no sense when applied to the cultures of peoples who did not share the Judaeo-Christian religions or the Western variety of science.’
 This notion can be delved further when looking at anthropologists who go to observe and research non-western cultures. Roney-Dougal highlighted the importance of a ‘cultural shift away from materialism into the realms of the minds, especially of the various other forms of consciousness into which our being can occasionally go, either spontaneously or as a result of a technique.’
 The importance of this cultural shift Roney-Dougal argued maybe an important consideration in bringing balance between science, religion and magic.

Edward Evans-Pritchard was an anthropologist who delved into cross cultural differences on magic and religion and was renowned for his research with the Azande and Nuer people of Sudan. Like the Greek Oracular practice, the Azande tribe also consulted oracles in regard to witchcraft. Divination for them was part of everyday life, Evans-Pritchard recounted that ‘Mangu, witchcraft, was one of the first words I heard in Zandeland, and I heard it uttered day by day throughout the months’
 It’s not that they didn’t consider cause and effect, the case is the Azande people like the Greek’s see living and dying embedded with meaning. Lucien Levy-Bruhl used the term ‘the law of participation’ the visible and invisible being connected as ‘the individual in the collection and the collective in the individual,’
 which is similar to what Evens-Pritchard observed. Therefore, the interconnectedness the native’s experienced and expressed showed for them you are not able to distinguish between magic and religion, as everything is connected and one.

There are many intricacies to consider with the practices and theories of magic and religion, if we go back to Plutarch’s treatise on The Obsolescence of Oracles, he delved into reasons that oracular divination was on the decline, possibly due to outsider ‘modesty and righteous indignation.’
 This point links into Evans-Pritchard who emphasised the importance of participant observation where the anthropologist ‘lives in two different worlds of thought at the same time,’
 highlighting the play between cultural beliefs. Plutarch was a priest and therefore had an insider perspective on the oracles of Delphi which gave him the participant stance that Evans-Pritchard mentioned, as he recalls his experience with the Azande culture; 

‘In my own culture, in the climate of thought I was born into and brought up in and have been conditioned by, I rejected, and reject, the set of ideas I then lived in, I accepted them; in a kind of way I believed them….If one must act as though one believed, one ends in believing, or half-believing as one acts.’
 

Evans-Pritchard’s recognises the importance of immersing within a culture and their practices, to completely understand their viewpoint. Similarly, Lucien Levy-Bruhl reinforced the notion of the law of participation to understand primitive mentality, he stated ‘we shall never know the inwardness of the native mind.’
 Levy-Bruhl, discussed the importance of listening to those who have lived amongst the natives, as our reasoning and logic is unable to concede with their mystical ideas. Likewise, in antiquity, as discussed above the Greeks practiced divination in daily life and embraced mysticism. Although, they did face scepticism and mockery ‘the consultation of oracles was lampooned in Greek comedy’
comedy has been classified as satire but was also considered as a reflection of the views of certain sections of society (Olaniyan, 2015).

E = mc^2

Can magic and religion be distinguished in a formulaic way? which leads onto the belief and knowledge quandary, Levy-Bruhl identified the term ‘prelogical’
 to give native belief of mysticism substance and not consider it as inferior to ‘logical thought’ and knowledge. Accordingly, mystical elements give rise to faith which is described by Herbert Schneider as ‘Faith constitutes the willingness to pursue the things for which we hope’
 versus knowledge derived from ‘laws of our logic.’
 Clive Ruggles delved into indigenous cosmologies and concluded ‘’their’ rationality may not be ours, but it is a valid rationality nonetheless’
 which supported Levy-Bruhl’s prelogical notion mentioned above. Plutarch was also concerned with belief and knowledge element, he mentions the ‘movements and trembling, of what else do they take this to be a sign save that the god is in his holy temple?’
 This is a rhetorical question, as for Plutarch, there can be no other explanation other than the practice of divination shows god’s participation. Therefore, magic and religion both have an emphasis on faith and belief as opposed to concrete knowledge.

Plutarch pointed out how science was becoming more prevalent which was leading to a new versus old school divide in relation to divination.

‘the younger generation which followed them, and are called physicists or natural philosophers, reverse the procedure of the older school in their aberration from the beautiful and divine origin, and ascribe everything to bodies and their behaviour, to clashes, transmutations, and combinations. Hence the reasoning of both parties is deficient in what is essential to it,’ talking about old looking at divine and younger science need to combine the two.’
 

Plutarch’s observations link into how both magic and religion were being viewed through a rational, logical mindset by the younger generation. He was concerned that the practice of divination was losing its essence and not to make ‘prophetic art godless or irrational.’
 Similarly, Patrick Curry expressed the notion of ‘concrete magic, the amalgam of spirit and matter, is as crucial for enchantment in art as in every other walk of life.’
 Therefore, distinguishing between, magic and religion as well as faith and knowledge appears to remove the Divine and enchantment aspects.
Magic and religion were not only practiced in antiquity, Jenny Blain in her 2000 journal took part in shamanic seidr practices which had similarities to the oracular practice in Plutarch’s treatise. Blain expressed her caution to explain her seance experience of ecstasy, she noted her reluctance in this way;

‘in the experience of ecstasy, and my attempts to communicate it in prose or poetry; in the embarrassment I feel when dealing with those who will accept only ‘rationality’; and in all the feelings of doubt about the ability to publish without sacrificing a career.’

From Blain’s account it appears divination practices may possibly be disregarded by academia for not being rational. Therefore, does one require a belief in faith and mysticism for magic to be accepted, as it cannot be measured but experienced. On the other hand, does religion get categorized as rational because as Emilie Durkheim stated ‘there are rites without gods’ and ‘religion is more than the idea of gods and spirits,’
 or simply will magic and religion never be accepted into research as logical and rational, these are ongoing notions to be kept in mind.

The faith versus knowledge concept can be further seen in Cicero’s argument in his treatise On Divination, he implies when someone is ill you go to see a physician, but regarding family and wealth matters you go to see a sage.
 Cicero is indicating tangible, physical issues are dealt with doctors by logic and reason, whereas intangible issues can be dealt with sage’s as they are belief based. Cicero separates belief and knowledge here but at the same time he mentions ‘that the destruction of superstition does not mean the destruction of religion.’
 Indicating, belief is still considered respectable, but magic is regarded as superstition. Evans-Pritchard put forth that the Azande practices are rational and logical ‘as it is the contradiction between his beliefs and his observations only become a generalized and glaring contradiction when they are recorded side by side in the pages of an ethnographic treatise.’
 Just because we don’t understand the Azande divinatory practices, it does not make them irrational or illogical. Both magic and religion have practices that intermingle and merge, making it difficult to distinguish between them.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this essay looked at theories and practices of divination to help distinguish between magic and religion and if this is even possible. On the outset, Fowler mentioned it is difficult to define the terms, as magic and religion throughout the essay depicts the interchanging of the two practices. Plutarch’s treatise on the oracles displays the merging of magic and religion, as the prophecies took place in a religious place. Cicero and Plutarch both agreed divination was connecting to the Divine and through their work the interplay between magic and religion is witnessed. Staying with antiquity, the merging of magic and religion is evident in the Greek papyri, there is an interweaving of spells, magic and sanctuaries, which are sacred places. 

It was Malinowski who argued the intention behind the practice is what distinguishes whether it is magic or religious, the former being for personal gains and the latter referring to collective and spiritual means. Mauss’s notions were in accordance to Malinowski, as he described religion to be sanctioned and official, on the other hand magic was deemed as deviant. However, Anthropological perspectives on natives and their practices, gave an interesting turning point, as natives saw all of life being interconnected and felt there was no difference in magic or religion, everything to them was one. 

It was important to consider the belief versus knowledge viewpoints, in antiquity Plutarch described how the younger generation were disregarding divination due to rationality and science. Similarly, Blain expressed her hesitance in being accepted as a reputable scholar with her work on divination. Evans-Pritchard and Levy-Bruhl both gave divination a place in academia, they viewed divinatory practices as logical and rational, but you must see it the eyes of the natives. Therefore, divination appears to connect magic and religion, making it difficult to distinguish them as two separate entities, rather they draw on each other. 
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