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Introduction
The aim of this essay is to provide a critical review of Plutarch’s arguments for divination in his essay De defectu oraculorum. De defectu oraculorum fits within a compilation of seventy eight essays and speeches entitled Moralia, otherwise known as ‘Ethics’, which covered topics ranging from religion, politics, and general philosophies on life.[footnoteRef:1] Plutarch was born in Boeotia, Greece around forty five CE, and travelled widely throughout central Greece, Corinth, Sparta, Sardis, and Alexandria, with his life culminating in his seventies.[footnoteRef:2] He trained in philosophy, rhetoric, and mathematics. [footnoteRef:3] When Plutarch came to Rome as a philosophy teacher, he was given consular rank by the emperor.[footnoteRef:4] The culture of Greece during Plutarch’s time held respect for tradition and intellectual abilities, which Arthur Darby Nock commented, ‘to speak very generally, the measure of things in Greece is man, in Rome is law, and in the Near East is the gods,’ and that the impact of Rome’s rise to world power created a critical and reflective attitude in Hellenistic thought.[footnoteRef:5] Plutarch was a priest at Delphi, an oracular centre or temple that honoured daimones and the god Apollo. Oracular centres were home to the art of divination, and as Schröder stated divination directly translates into the Greek word mantike.[footnoteRef:6] Nock defined mantike as the art of foreknowing what to do, the interpretation of signs and unusual events, visions, the ability to read internal organs, the flight of birds, and the utilization of texts composed by seers.[footnoteRef:7] Michael Flower outlined in Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief that Socrates advised others to seek out divination to see if an action should be taken, however that divination should not be practiced in matters where human intelligence would bring the needed answers.[footnoteRef:8] This exemplifies the understanding that divination was an inherent part of Ancient Greek society. As a priest at Delphi, Plutarch’s duties involved witnessing the Pythia, or oracle offer responses to questions, and he wrote three treatises concerning the oracle, as well as a lost collection of oracles.[footnoteRef:9] Schröder, amongst other academics viewed Plutarch’s work as pro-divination, and Plutarch as a man that was willing to defend the importance of knowledge of future circumstances through the act of divination.[footnoteRef:10]  [1:  George Karamanolis, ‘Plutarch’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, (published Sept 2010, revised Nov 2014) <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plutarch/>, [accessed 1 June 2020].]  [2:  Frank W. Walbank, ‘Plutarch’, Encyclopaedia Britannica, <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Plutarch>, [accessed 1 June 2020].]  [3:  Karamanolis, ‘Plutarch’.]  [4:  Harvard University Press, <https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674993372>, [accessed 31 May 2020]. ]  [5:  Arthur Darby Nock, ‘Religious Attitudes of the Ancient Greeks,’ Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society. Vol. 85, No. 5 (1942), 472-482, p. 480. ]  [6:  Schröder, ‘Plutarch on oracles and divine inspiration,’ p. 145.]  [7:  Nock, ‘Religious Attitudes of the Ancient Greeks,’ p.475.]  [8:  Michael Attyah Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief’ in The Seer in Ancient Greece, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), pp. 104-131, p. 107.]  [9:  Nock, ‘Religious Attitudes of the Ancient Greeks,’ p. 473.]  [10:  Schröder, ‘Plutarch on oracles and divine inspiration,’ p. 145.] 




Plutarch’s Scholarship
The essays in Moralia are dialogues that offer different points of view, utilizing metaphors and myth to create an argument, demonstrating both complexity, and cultural sophistication.[footnoteRef:11] The evidence suggests that the dialogue format was used as a way to stimulate higher thinking, as the topics of philosophy and religion require an ability to explore a myriad of beliefs. Plutarch’s writing comes across as sober, or what Stephan Schröder described as ‘a cautious modesty and wary restraint’.[footnoteRef:12] Plutarch’s level of intelligence avoided severe statements, allowing the reader to find their own belief within the argument. He referred to scholars such as Hesiod, Plato, Socrates, and Cicero. In addition to the many works he wrote, he composed a biography about Cicero, The Parallel Lives. The evidence suggests that perhaps De defectu oraculorum could be interpreted as response or an elaboration to Cicero’s De Divantione, which was written against the act of divination. Peter Jackson commented that Cicero approached the topic of divination through doubt, coming to the conclusion that what happens is by chance, and events lie in uncertainty.[footnoteRef:13] As Elsa Giovanna Simonetti stated in A Perfect Medium, ‘Plutarch’s philosophy is enriched and vivified by a strong religious spirit. . . philosophy as an intellectual activity directed towards the acquisition of true knowledge about the gods, achieved by means of learning and research.’[footnoteRef:14] Schröder reported that the concept of prophecy threads through all of Plutarch’s works.[footnoteRef:15] In Isis and Osiris Plutarch wrote, ‘the effort to arrive at the Truth, and especially the truth about the gods, is a longing for the divine’.[footnoteRef:16] He went on to discuss how the search for truth requires investigation into sacred subjects, and is a work greater than any form of holy living or temple service.[footnoteRef:17] The evidence suggests that Plutarch’s scholarship was ultimately to connect with the truth of divinity, with prophecy as a portal to that truth.  [11:  Karamanolis, ‘Plutarch’.]  [12:  Stephan Schröder, ‘Plutarch on oracles and divine inspiration,’ in On the daimonion of Socrates: Plutarch, ed. by Heinz-Gunther Nesselrath (Mohr Siebeck GmbH and Co. KG, 2010), p. 168.]  [13:  Peter Jackson, ‘Apparitions and Apparatuses: On the Framing and Staging of Religious Events’, Method & Theory in the Study of Religion, Vol. 24, No. 3, (2012), 291-300, p. 293. ]  [14:  Elsa Giovanna Simonetti, A Perfect Medium? Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch, (Belgium: Leuven University Press 2017), p. 73.]  [15:  Schröder, ‘Plutarch on oracles and divine inspiration,’ p. 145.]  [16:  Plutarch, Isis and Osiris: Frank Cole Babbitt (trans.), Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936, 351 F (section 2).]  [17:  Plutarch, Isis and Osiris, 351 F (section 2).] 


De defectu oraculorum
De defectu oraculorum was a dialogue between Lamprias (Plutarch’s brother and the narrator of the text), Demetrius, Celobrotus, Ammonius, Philip, Didymus, and Heracleon, and was crafted to discuss why the number of oracles in Greece had lessened and ceased to function. All of the participants in the discussion were temple initiates except for Didymus. This dialogue took place in the Delphic setting, where most oracles had suspended operation. However the dialogue went beyond just an oracular discussion, branching out into an array of topics ranging from daimones or the demi-gods that preside over the oracles, Apollo’s relationship to the Sun, the death of Pan, the number of the worlds, astronomy, geometry, other aspects of science and religion, Britain, and the East.[footnoteRef:18] A number of scholars who have studied this work have noted that within the text Lamprias most likely represents Plutarch himself, as he was a priest at Delphi and Lamprias was not.[footnoteRef:19] It is challenging to know the exact date De defectu oraculorum was crafted, however the scholarly evidence of Ogilvie points to that around 83 CE is the most likely date.[footnoteRef:20] Plutarch’s writing style in De defectu oraculorum, is not about definitive answers, rather he presented alternative points of view offering a breadth of creative thinking. For instance as sated by Schröder, Didymus ranted that prophecy was a gift of pronoia (a personification of divine providence for humanity), and the gods take back whatever they do only with good cause, however Lamprias wished to not hold the divine responsible at all.[footnoteRef:21] Plutarch was intentionally offering different opinions, much like how one would have a deep conversation within their own mind.  [18:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De defectu oraculorum): Frank Cole Babbitt (trans.), Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936, introduction.]  [19:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, introduction.]  [20:  R. M. Ogilvie, ‘The Date of the "De Defectu Oraculorum,"’ Phoenix, Vol. 21, No. 2 (Summer, 1967), pp. 108-119, p. 119.]  [21:  Schröder, ‘Plutarch on oracles and divine inspiration,’ p. 153.] 


Plutarch’s Divination
Plutarch stood by his belief in the divine, which was rooted in Egyptian and Greek myth and rites.[footnoteRef:22] For the Greeks, divination was an experiential way to orient their lives, a way to connect to the past, the present, and the future. Divination was a dialogue with the divine, a portal to link the soul of man with the soul of the divine. Greek divination had formality, rules, choreography, and was dependent upon specific interpretation. Plutarch’s arguments for divination consisted upon a connection of the soul to light, the purity of the offerings and the priestess, and a right relationship with the daimones. [22:  Nock, ‘Religious Attitudes of the Ancient Greeks,’ pp. 476-477.] 


For Plutarch, divination was about a reliance on light, and he wrote about this light as seen through the lens of the eye, ‘although the eye has the power of vision, there is no function for it to perform without light; and so the prophetic power of the soul, like an eye, has need of something kindred to help to kindle it and stimulate it further’.[footnoteRef:23] This reliance on light was directly related to man’s connection to the soul, and through that soul connection a space to the divine was crafted, ‘Souls meeting souls should create in them impressions of the future’.[footnoteRef:24] When Plutarch wrote about the soul, he stated that the prophetic spirit had a close and intimate connection that vision has to light.[footnoteRef:25] Divination was about a linking to the prophecy of the soul. The offerings that were to be provided had to be immaculate, meaning that to access the divine realm one must have the proper scent, proper mood, and emotional stability, ‘what is to be offered in sacrifice must, both in body and in soul, be pure, unblemished, and unmarred.’[footnoteRef:26] Many levels of care were necessary to be extended in the divinatory space, and a prophetic vapor was needed to align the souls.[footnoteRef:27] For Plutarch divination could only transpire if the offerings and the priestesses were in a state of ritual purity, ‘possessed by inspiration, and able to present their visions’.[footnoteRef:28] This eluded to some sort of ritual preparations that were necessary for the priestess to undergo prior to divination, which may have included some form of washing, dressing, the application of oils, etc. However, what was also stressed in Plutarch’s writing was that the mood of the diviner must be preserved and furthermore they were to be protected against any energy that may distort the transmission or channel the diviner needed to access, ‘they guard the chastity of the priestess, and keep her life free from all association and contact with strangers.’[footnoteRef:29] A sense of concern and moral obligation was called to the temple practitioners.[footnoteRef:30] This mental capacity that Jackson discussed as nous was about a perception of meanings and purposes, an ability to extend beyond the rational realms.[footnoteRef:31] The evidence suggests that the proper state of consciousness was of utmost importance, a state of consciousness that was also about being emerged in symbolism.  [23:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 433 D (section 42).]  [24:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 431 C (section 38).]  [25:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 433 D-E (section 42).]  [26:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 437 B (section 48).]  [27:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 438 C (section 51).]  [28:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 431 B (section 38).]  [29:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 438 C (section 51).]  [30:  Jackson, ‘Apparitions and Apparatuses’, p. 295.]  [31:  Jackson, ‘Apparitions and Apparatuses’, p. 294.] 


Throughout De defectu oraculorum there was a discussion as to whether the daimones were in charge of the oracles. Schröder remarked that their importance was introduced in a roundabout way, however the daimones were necessary for divination.[footnoteRef:32] It was up to humans to honour the relationship between the demigods and humanity. The daimones may have been souls freed from a body that could enter into contact with souls that were still within a body, to produce a representation of portents.[footnoteRef:33] Who the demigods were exactly was debated, however Plutarch wrote that, ‘the prophetic current and breath is most divine and holy. . . it is likely that by warmth and diffusion it opens up certain passages through which impressions of the future are transmitted, just as wine, when its fumes rise to the head, reveals many unusual movements and also words stored away and unperceived.[footnoteRef:34] Plutarch’s description of the demigods conjured an elemental force reminiscent directly to the forces that were described in Plato’s Timaeus, its very being and power, into winds, and vapours and exhalations.[footnoteRef:35] Simonetti commented on the elemental nature of the daimones in correlation to the magnetism of the moon, ‘its effective, astronomical role of meditation between the earth and the sun—extended to the demons in the one case, and to the Pythia in the other—is employed to exemplify, in two different manners, the connection between the intelligible and the sensible realm.’[footnoteRef:36] The elemental nature was also associated with the concept of temperaments, as Plutarch wrote about how that by warmth and diffusion certain passages were opened up to receive future knowledge.[footnoteRef:37] He emphasize it was necessary for the priestess to have a particular temperament to be able to connect to the divine free of harm.[footnoteRef:38] [32:  Schröder, ‘Plutarch on oracles and divine inspiration,’ p. 167.]  [33:  Schröder, ‘Plutarch on oracles and divine inspiration,’ p. 156.]  [34:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles,432 D-E (section 40).]  [35:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, section 435 A-B (section 46).]  [36:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p. 83.]  [37:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles,432 E (section 40).]  [38:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, section 438 C (section 51).] 


Plutarch suggested that the demigods were driven away from the oracle by humans, particularly when Cleombrotus spoke of the death of the daimones to be the direct cause of the drying up of the oracles.[footnoteRef:39] Schröder commented that the death of the daimones was because of the decline in Greek population itself.[footnoteRef:40] However, Simonetti referred the gods moved because when Cleombrotus explained that demonological theory was anchored in natural science, such as the result of meteorological and geological forces, that the demons left to another world, and this silenced the oracles.[footnoteRef:41] Perhaps the daimones were driven out because they had not been honoured and respected by human culture. Simonetti suggested that Plutarch wished to suspend judgement on objects of knowledge that could not be attained, and instead urged others to show a deep reverence to the divine, which was to be demonstrated by self-knowledge, and avoidance of groundless certainty in religion, as it would add to extremes of superstition.[footnoteRef:42] Ultimately, Plutarch conceded that the decline of the oracles was in the hands of god, as there was no force more powerful than god that could abolish divination.[footnoteRef:43] [39:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 435 B (section 46).]  [40:  Schröder, ‘Plutarch on oracles and divine inspiration,’ p. 154.]  [41:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p. 60.]  [42:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p. 65.]  [43:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p. 76. ] 


Conclusion
The aim of this essay was to offer insights into Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De defectu oraculorum. As a Greek Platonist writer and temple priest at Delphi, Plutarch sought to combine philosophical and religious concepts, utilizing the framework of dialogue to stimulate higher thinking within the reader, to expand their mind, and create an atmosphere where one would be philosophically stretched. Divination itself was a dialogue with the divine, a portal to link the soul of man with the soul of the divine. For Plutarch divination was dependent upon the soul coupled with light, the purity of offerings and the priestess, and the existence of daimones. The evidence suggests that Plutarch’s scholarship was ultimately to connect with the truth of divinity, and divination was a means to reach the truth.
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