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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divination

This essay examines the debate that takes place between Marcus and his brother Quintus in On Divination.
 Cicero, a lawyer, orator, politician and philosophic writer, lived from 106 BCE to 43 BCE. Cicero had used the dialogue form in previous works that made it both easier for the reader to follow and enabled Cicero to utilise his oratory skills. On Divination, the last, was written in 44 BCE, a year before his assassination. This essay will explore the location and style of the work, analyse the strengths and weakness of the arguments and explore if Cicero used the arguments to address wider issues.

Cicero was a key figure in the development of philosophy in Rome by contributing to the integration of Greek philosophical ideas into the Roman cultural debate. He translated many Greek philosophical works into Latin as well as writing his own philosophical books in the later part of his life. On Divination was written following a period of political upheaval including the fall of the Republic and the rise and fall of Caesar. Mary Beard described the period as also being one of much philosophical activity; when religion changed from being something Romans practised to something they could discuss and have a stance on.
 Malcolm Schofield thought this change was a reflection of turbulent times combined with an increased exposure to Hellenistic culture. He said that 'No area of religion was more written about in late Republican Rome than divination.'
  

In Book I, Quintus presents his case in favour of divination using a Stoical approach and focuses on results rather than causes. He says he does not need to know why something happens but 'does it happen or does it not.'
 Quintus emphasises the importance of divination in Roman cultural tradition and separates the art of divination, such as augury, from natural divination, such as dreams and frenzy.
  Book II provides a contrast, as Marcus makes the case against using an Academic Sceptical approach, attacking Quintus' arguments with wit and reason. He says all forms of divination are unsystematic and ambiguous relying on coincidences and chance. No conclusion is reached between the brothers and the reader is left to decide which is the more convincing case in accordance with the Academic belief that firm knowledge was impossible to obtain. Cicero, as the author, could structure the portrayal of the discussion to his best advantage but whether this was only to strengthen his case against divination or to highlight other issues has been debated.

Quintus supports his view with anecdotal evidence primarily from Roman myth and history but his arguments are often illogical and naïve. He admires Publius Decius' determined attempts to die in battle, following a dream that said his death would win him immortal fame.
 He defends the gods sending messages in dreams saying we cannot expect the gods to converse with us on the streets.
 He relates the dire consequences from ignoring omens and the good fortune of listening to them. He uses generalisations saying the results of divination have been observed, checked and recorded over thousands of years and vague references such as, ‘History is full of such instances.'
 Quintus states 'it is enough to establish the existence of divination that a single event has been so clearly foretold as to exclude the hypotheses of chance' but then fails to give such an example.
 He admits mistakes are made as divination depends on inference.
 Despite this, and without giving reliable examples, he argues that in most cases divination guides us to the truth. He admits the Delphi oracle has fallen out of favour but speciously argues that the fact it was popular in the past is evidence of its truth.
 Quintus is attempting to argue against a person more experienced in debate, philosophy and clever use of language. Eli Edward Burriss says that 'Again and again...  Cicero puts divination to the touch of proof.'
  Quintus cannot provide proof as he is trying to defend a matter of faith. He could have argued for example, that divination provided comfort or an element of control for some people but his part is written to argue on Marcus' terms.

Using his lawyer's cross-examination skills, Marcus mocks and ridicules Quintus' anecdotes littering his dialogue with words such as 'absurd', 'nonsense', 'inconceivable',  'unintelligible' and 'why'.  'Why do immortal gods see fit to give us warnings which we can't understand?'
  'Why does he not give them to us when we awake rather than we are asleep?'
  'You talk as if a fish and not a cock had done the crowing! … is there any time … when they are not liable to crow?'
 The wit of his dialogue contrasts with Quintus’ more laboured speech. Marcus praises the approach of natural philosophy for examining rational cause and effect by observing connections in nature. He therefore dismisses the lack of a 'natural tie’ between entrails and the future.
 He argues that ignorance of a rare phenomena's cause is what excites our wonder and that our lack of understanding leads to the belief in omens.
 Marcus suggests that if divination worked it would be used for everything; eliminating the need for the skill and experience of the experts he admires. Marcus questions how Quintus can logically state that a bull cannot live without a heart but then accept, illogically, that a heart can disappear.
 Discussing fate, he asks why the gods warn us of the unavoidable. 'What advantage to me is divination if everything is ruled by fate?'
 He points out the contradiction of believing in both fate and chance.
 He criticises the Stoics for being illogical in not only denying  'premises which everybody concedes, but you even assume premises which, if granted, do not tend in the least to establish what you wish to prove.'
 Marcus counteracts Quintus' positive examples of prediction with examples of success achieved despite ignoring omens or failures following predictions of success. However, Marcus can also be illogical in his generalisations. For example, he argues that accepting the truth of one act of divination would mean accepting the truth in all areas of divination. He also unreasonably argues that the disproving of one example destroys the basis of belief in all dreams.
 These all-or-nothing arguments weaken his case. He misses the point when asking if entrails change at the moment of sacrifice as presumably the gods could chose to alter them at that moment.
 Nevertheless, Schofield said that the ‘brilliance and savagery’ of Marcus’ rhetoric is what would have impressed Roman readers.
 Cicero gives Marcus the stronger, more reasoned arguments, perhaps because he is the character who is challenging popular beliefs. As Cicero sets out the philosophical terms of the discussion, he places Quintus at a disadvantage. Nicholas Denyer however, considered Marcus’ arguments failed against the Stoic position because his criticisms judged it by the standards of natural science, whereas the Stoics separated science and divination. He said as the Stoics believed the gods knew everything including what interpretations would be made, that if Cicero wanted to attack divination it would have to be on theological grounds. 

Robert Goar, like many scholars, argued that Cicero was presenting his personal views on divination via the character of Marcus and that the intensity of his dialogue clearly showed he wanted to 'eradicate belief in all forms of divination.'
 However, Mary Beard argued that Cicero's writing was more complex than this straightforward interpretation. She referred to De Natura Deorum's introduction in which Cicero warns readers not to attempt to deduce his personal beliefs.
 Although Quintus brings attention to Marcus' personal views in Book 1, it allows Cicero to openly deflect attention away from them when Marcus says, 'I do not know.'
 She considered the equality of the debate had been emphasised by choosing two brothers of equal standing. However, it is questionable whether Cicero would have considered Quintus his equal considering Cicero's greater fame and oratory experience. It seems implausible that Cicero would have depicted himself speaking Quintus' dialogue when Marcus' rhetoric skill and arguments were more cleverly presented and powerful.  Beard considered whether the dialogue format allowed Cicero to distance himself from Marcus' views. However, as Cicero expressed dangerous political opinions that he would shortly die for, it seems unlikely he would feel the need to hide behind Marcus' views on divination. Schofield argued that in choosing Marcus to present the Sceptical arguments Cicero clearly indicated that he considered this to be the stronger position. However he considered that Cicero's greater concern was to use the arguments 'to exemplify Academic methods of inquiry ... and to illustrate the freedom of the Academy from dogmatic bonds.'
  He considered that, during On Divination Cicero wanted to engage readers interested in philosophical questions as shown by Cicero introducing his other philosophical books, before Marcus talks.
 Beard, looking at the wider cultural context, argued that Cicero was primarily concerned with the Romanising of Greek philosophy and that the dialogue in On Divination was used to reflect the issues and problems surrounding this cultural integration. She pointed out that where he had previously used the dialogue form, in works on politics and ethics, he had directed the argument to a conclusion. She considered the suspension of judgement in On Divination was due to the subject matter where the difficulties of integrating Roman practise and Greek thought were most acute. Beard felt Cicero wanted to highlight these problems but that he was also conflicted when 'his rational scepticism on the theoretical validity of divination’ conflicted with 'his practical commitment to its continuance at Rome for reasons of tradition and political stability.'
 Despite Marcus' firm rebuttal of divination, he does not attack state augury practice saying, 'now the art has lapsed; we retain it, however, out of deference to public opinion and because it is constitutionally useful.'
 As a keen supporter of tradition he was not prepared to undermine it by questioning traditional institutional practise. Brian Kroskento considered the arguments used were a response to threats to tradition in relation to political anxieties. Cicero had opposed Caesar, a successful manipulative sceptic who had gained political advantage using religious symbolism to represent and justify his own political supremacy. Krostenko argued that the dialogue between Quintus and Marcus was used to explore solutions to this problem with a 'plea for structural simplicity and psychological relief, coupled with an expression of reverence for the old ways.’
 

This essay examined the location and style of On Divination, examined the arguments used by the brothers and explored Cicero's incentive for the choice of arguments illustrated. As Cicero chose to depict himself in the book it is not surprising that Marcus has the stronger arguments and cleverer dialogue.  As an Academic, it seems reasonable to conclude that Cicero was more inclined to the views presented so strongly and successfully by his character and that he personally dismissed the Stoic position. Other related areas explored included philosophical viewpoints, the integration of Greek and Roman culture and the place of religious practice in response to political events. At no point does the debate argue against the necessity of upholding traditional state religious practice nor is the existence of the gods questioned. It seems likely Cicero realised that by exploring the role of divination through dialogue he could also explore philosophical approaches, cultural integration and emphasise the importance of tradition. His stated aim in the introduction, is 'to conduct my fellow-citizens in the ways of the noblest learning.'
 It appears his primary concern was to encourage the Roman reader to explore all these approaches and ideas and, as with the ending of the book, to enable further discussion to continue. 
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