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Essay 1
  
(1) A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione

Introduction
Marcus Tullius Cicero’s ‘On Divination’ (De Divinatione) is a philosophical dialogue examining the legitimacy of the practice of divination. It supplements his earlier work ‘On the Nature of the Gods’ (De Natura Deorum) and serves as a precursor to a third related work ‘On Fate’ (De Fato), of which little unfortunately survives. Composed in Latin in 45-44 BCE, towards the end of his life, it features arguments in favour of divination put forward by Cicero’s brother Quintus in Book I, and then in Book II, Cicero himself, speaking as the character Marcus, undermines his brother’s assertions and attempts to pick apart his arguments in succession.
Cicero was born in 106 BCE in Arpinum, 100km from Rome, and died in 43 BCE, murdered on the orders of Mark Antony. He was caught up in the political turmoil around the collapse of the late Roman Republic, a time of great insecurity and violence. Not of the patrician class, but born into a wealthy equestrian family, he scaled the cursus honorum as a novus homo, becoming consul in 63 BCE. Cicero was a successful lawyer, orator, politician, and philosopher, and as a prolific writer his extant speeches, letters and treatises are valuable sources for study of the politics and society of the late Republic. This essay will evaluate Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione.
Cicero’s philosophy 
Cicero regarded himself as a politician, first and foremost, with his philosophical works mainly written when he was in exile from the uncertain world of late Republic politics, “debarred from [my] former activities.”[footnoteRef:1] He was educated in Rome and Greece and was well acquainted with the philosophical schools of Stoicism, Epicureanism and Academic Scepticism. In addition to his expressly philosophical compositions, his speeches, works of rhetoric, and a substantial collection of letters show evidence of his philosophical interests. Cicero was convinced that philosophy had the potential to make society better and asked, “what greater or better service can I render to the commonwealth than to instruct and train the youth?”[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Cicero, On Divination, trans. W. A. Falconer, LCL vol. 154 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923 [2001]), II.ii.7, p. 377]  [2:  Cicero, On Divination, II.ii.147, p.375] 

Philosophical dialogue as a literary form was a common and effective way to explore complex issues from opposing or differing viewpoints. The form originated in 5th and 4th century BCE Classical Athens with Plato and his ‘Socratic Dialogue’. Cicero’s adoption of the form was very Academic, although his use of opposing set speeches differed from the more lively back and forth exchanges of Plato, and was more reminiscent perhaps of his legal prowess.
His work would have been aimed at, and read by, the elite and by scholars, revealing more about the context of divination in the lives of the wealthy, educated and politically active like himself, than that of the masses whose lives tended to go unrecorded. Cicero’s divination was tied up in civic religion and duty.


Divination
Book I, in which the character Quintus argues for divination, begins with a prologue in which Cicero defines divination as the “foresight and knowledge of future events.”[footnoteRef:3] Disappointed that De Natura Deorum failed to cover divination, Quintus suggests a discussion around the topic to which Marcus eagerly consents.[footnoteRef:4]  Expanding on Cicero’s definition, Quintus explains that these future events are “considered as happening by chance”[footnoteRef:5],  He reiterates towards the end of the first book that these events are not practical predictions or “things foreseen by physicians, pilots, and also by farmers.”[footnoteRef:6] This caveat distinguishes divination from simple and rational insight. [3:  Cicero, On Divination, I.i.1, p. 223  ]  [4:  Cicero, On Divination, I.vi.11, p. 237]  [5:  Cicero, On Divination, I.v.9, p. 233]  [6:  Cicero, On Divination, I.l.112, p. 345] 

Quintus divides divination into two types, maintaining “the first is dependent on art, the other on nature.”[footnoteRef:7] Artificial or inductive divination seeks answers indirectly from the divine, often using instruments as channels between the divine and the mundane. It consists of the observation of phenomena and the deciphering of their significance, and therefore requires expertise and knowledge to understand the implications of the resulting messages. Astrology, augury and haruspicy are examples mentioned by Quintus.  [7:  Cicero, On Divination, I.vi.11, p. 237] 

Natural or inspired divination includes visions received directly into the human soul via frenzied possession or through a dream. This type of divination comes straight from the divine, often spontaneously and unsought, and does not rely so much on interpretive techniques. Natural divination carried more authority than inductive divination as it originated in nature.[footnoteRef:8] King Priam in Homer’s Iliad claimed to reject the advice of entrail reading diviners, only accepting a direct message from the goddess herself.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Cicero, On Divination, I.l.113, p. 345]  [9:  Homer, The Iliad, Translated by R. Fitzgerald, (Oxford, |Oxford University Press, 1974).24.221-224] 

As Radcliffe G Edmonds suggests in ‘Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Ancient Greco-Roman World’, the lines between natural and artificial divination are not always well defined.[footnoteRef:10] Most forms of communication from the gods involve some sort of mediation and interpretation. One should distinguish between the skill of the interpretation of dreams in consultation with a dream interpreter, which makes it a form of artificial divination, and the direct way the message is passed from divine to human soul in a dream which makes it a form of natural divination. Later, in Book II, Marcus criticises “the dream-interpreter's art” as a means of deception.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Radcliffe G Edmonds, Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Ancient Greco-Roman World, (New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 2019).]  [11:  Cicero, On Divination, II.lxx.145, p. 533 ] 


Artificial divination
Quintus has no doubts as to the legitimacy of divination, both natural and artificial. Book I is mostly an exposition of the Stoic view on divination. As Cicero states, the Stoics “defended nearly every sort of divination”[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Cicero, On Divination, I.iii.6, p. 229] 

The arguments that Quintus makes are primarily empirical, citing many examples, stating that divination was “endorsed by the consent of all peoples and nations”[footnoteRef:13] Quintus mentions several barbarian tribes including Druids from Gaul; Telmessus in Caria; Elis in the Peloponnesus which has “permanently set aside two families as soothsayers”; the Chaldeans in Syria, distinguished for their knowledge of the astronomy; Etrurians who skillfully observe thunder-strikes from the sky; Phrygians, Pisidians, Cilicians, and the nation of Arabs who take the auspices, Persian magi who undertake auguries and “assemble regularly in a sacred place for practice and consultation, just as formerly your augurs used to do on the Nones”[footnoteRef:14]. Quintus here quick to mention any links that Marcus might have with divination, his work as an augur as part of the religion of the Roman Republic.  He also quotes the poetry of Cicero in his evidence: Marius, Prognostics and My Consulship. [13:  Cicero, On Divination, I.vi.11, p. 237 ]  [14:  Cicero, On Divination, I.xli.90-91, p. 323] 

Quintus argues that “the character of the country determined the kind of divination which its inhabitants adopted”[footnoteRef:15] Book I mentions plain dwellers who view the stars, wandering pastoral tribes who watch the birds, and ardently religious Etruscans who sacrifice regularly and read the entrails. Cicero’s knowledge of ethnography and the habits of varied peoples show his knowledge around divination across the Mediterranean and further afield. Both he and his brother, as elite statesmen would have travelled and seen many divination practices first hand. [15:  Cicero, On Divination, I.xlii.93, p. 325] 

With an almost story-like feel rather than philosophical treatise, the first book seems at times disorganised and overwhelming. Malcolm Schofield describes a ‘chaotic disorder’[footnoteRef:16]. where Quintus ‘switch[es] erratically both from one sort of divination to another, and from anecdotes to arguments and theories back to anecdotes again’. In reply in Book II, Marcus employs the philosophical argument and rhetorical attack characteristic of Roman oratory to weaken his brother's arguments. His reasoning is more structured than that of Quintus and he moves more methodically through the arguments one by one. [16:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76 (1986), pp. 47-65, https://www.jstor.org/stable/300365, [accessed 10/03/2022].] 

Cicero himself had been a member of the augural college. His experience of this type of practice was less spiritual and more one of ritual and tradition. Augury in particular was a method of artificial divination employed by the government of the Roman Republic in civic decision making, political control and public reassurance. Artificial divination could be used too to manipulate to best suit politicians and decision makers. Marcus declares that lightning seen on the left is a
‘Most favourable omen for everything except for an election, and this exception was made, no doubt, from reasons of political expediency so that the rulers of the State would be the judges of the regularity of an election, whether held to pass judgements in criminal cases, or to enact laws, or to elect magistrates.’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Cicero, On Divination, II.viii.13, p. 455] 

	
As well as touching on Marcus’ possible previous pro divination stance as an auger, Quintus uses over 200 lines of poetry in his evidence, including poetry of Cicero himself: Marius, Prognostics and My Consulship, with evidence of phenomena and signs from the natural world; prophecies and divination, and auspices, directly quoted.[footnoteRef:18] [footnoteRef:19] [footnoteRef:20] [18:  Cicero, On Divination, I.xxi.17, p. 237]  [19:  Cicero, On Divination, I.xlvii.106, p. 339]  [20:  Cicero, On Divination, I.xxxv.74, p. 307] 



Natural divination
The central idea behind the two forms of natural divination, divine frenzy and dreams, is that the soul is liberated from the sensory ties of the body and can commune with all other souls. The idea of sleep as divine healing was old and deeply religious and could be traced back as early as Homeric literature in the 8th century BCE. In the temple of Asclepius, induced sleep and dreams were known as the ritual of enkoimesis with the belief that the gods begin the healing process of the patient during sleep and send signs in the form of dreams which are interpreted by the priest. There was a distinction in Hippocratic writings between dreams given by the gods which could foretell the future and dreams that were derived from the soul which could uncover ailments and imbalances.[footnoteRef:21] In the Ancient Greek world these dream interpreters were considered Hippocratic physicians. Cicero questioned the validity of such practitioners, asking ‘what would be the sense in the sick seeking relief from an interpreter of dreams rather than from a physician?’[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Hippocrates, 0 J. Chadwick and W. N. Mann (translators), “Dreams (Regimen IV),” in Hippocratic Writings (London: Penguin Classics, 1983), 514]  [22:  Cicero, On Divination, II.lix.123, p. 511] 

Quintus uses his brother’s own dream to attempt to convince him of the validity of his argument. As Marcus was banished from Rome in 58-57 BCE, he dreamt of wandering alone and unhappy, driven from his country, when he came across the great general Gaius Marius. Marius took him by the hand to safety and cried out, 'a speedy and a glorious return awaits you.'. Quintus goes on to remind Marcus how the decree of Senate for his recall had been enacted shortly afterwards in Marius’ temple and he said that ‘no stronger proof could be given of a divinely inspired dream than this.’[footnoteRef:23]  Marcus does not deny the detail of this dream when he responds, but explains it was the ‘likeness' or 'phantom’ of Marius[footnoteRef:24]. He quotes the opinion of Democritus, saying it was not 'phantoms from the outside [that] steal in upon our souls in sleep’, but 'remnants of our waking thoughts and deeds’[footnoteRef:25] as Marius had been on his mind. [23:  Cicero, On Divination, I.xxviii.59, p. 291]  [24:  Cicero, On Divination, II.lxvii,137, p. 525]  [25:  Cicero, On Divination, II.lxvii,140, p. 527] 


‘Marcus’ or Cicero?
As in Book I, Book II begins with a prologue in which the voice of the author Cicero is distinct from the character ‘Marcus’. When the character Marcus speaks of benefiting “my countrymen” by tearing up superstition up by the roots[footnoteRef:26] at the end of his argument against divination, it is not made abundantly clear whether that is the same voice that speaks of benefiting “my fellow-citizens” with his philosophical writing and engaging them in deep thought in the authorial prologue.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Cicero, On Divination, II.lxxii.148, p. 537]  [27:  Cicero, On Divination, II.i.1, p. 373] 

As a sceptic, Cicero supposes that his dialogue's enquiry, with argument and contra-argument, will induce suspension of judgment about divination and its relevance. Although Quintus and Marcus take generally opposing stands on theological issues in De Divinatione, there is a distinction between the author and the persona. The author has presented both sides of the argument in one work. This work is part of a trilogy, a wider debate on religious matters, the gods, divination and fate, and stresses the importance of Roman religion in late Republic theologically and politically. Marcus is a less developed individual than Cicero himself and should not be considered as just a mouthpiece for him.

.
Modern scholarship
De Divinatione has traditionally been read as a “vigorous rationalistic protest”[footnoteRef:28], with Cicero the author seen to be holding the view of the fictional Marcus, although more recent scholarship in the late 20th century, by Mary Beard and Malcolm Schofield in particular, question this view. Brian A. Krostenko describes older commentators as seeing Marcus’ case in Book II as ‘a genuine refutation of the possibility of divination’, whereas more recent commentators have ‘detected subtler political motivations.’[footnoteRef:29]  [28:  A.  S.  Pease, M Tulli Ciceronis. De Divinatione, (Urbana: University of Illinois, 1920).]  [29:  Brian A. Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s De divinatione’, American Philological Association 130: 353–91, https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/284315?sid=primo&seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents
] 

Beard stresses that De Divinatione is not written as a partisan treatise directed against the validity of divination, rather “in the traditions of the Academic school of philosophy, the reader is left to make up his own mind on the most convincing case”[footnoteRef:30].  [30:  Beard, Mary., ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76 (1986), pp. 33-46, https://www.jstor.org/stable/300364, [accessed 10/03/2022] p. 35.] 

Conclusion
Although Marcus has the final say, as the case against divination was featured second to respond to the case arguing for, both books of De Divinatione are of roughly the same length, and the two speakers of similar background and status, not master and pupil. Their parity of status and the open ending leave the reader able to make up their own mind.
Marcus finishes his dialogue with no definite outcome, even after countering all of his brother’s arguments. He describes the particular characteristic of the Academy, ‘to put forward no conclusions of its own, but to approve those which seem to approach nearest to the truth’ in order to ‘leave the judgement of the inquirer wholly free.’[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Cicero, On Divination, II.lxxii.150, p. 539] 

There is no such thing as one voice of Cicero in De Divinatione. He puts forward both sides of the argument. The treatise is part of a larger trilogy on Roman Republican theological philosophy which includes musings on the gods and fate, so it should not be read as a straightforward attack on divination, but as part of a larger discussion around Roman religion.
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