[image: TSD_logo2010]


Postgraduate/Distance Learning 
Assignment coversheet & feedback form

THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by the student:

	Student Name: Shelby Bundy

Student University Email: 2405345@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	Module code: HPCA7027

Module title: 
Cosmology, Magic and Divination 
	Student ID number: 
2405345
	Educational support needs:


	Assignment title: 
A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments Against 
Divination in De Divinatione 
Assignment due date: 24/07/2025

	[bookmark: Check15][bookmark: Check16][bookmark: Check17][bookmark: Check18]This assignment is for the       1st  |_| 2nd   |_|    3rd  |_|      4th |_|      5th |_|      6th |_|   module of the degree

	Plagiarism declaration
I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) declaration
For this assessment, you can use Generative AI to check your own text/creation for grammatical and syntactical mistakes, including rephrasing of your own work within specific standards.*

*See separate guidance in the MA Writing Guidelines

I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment, except as permitted above. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.

Signed: Shelby Bundy


	
Assignment Mark
	
1st Marker’s Provisional mark
	

	
2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark
	

	
External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)
	

	
Final Mark

	



NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.





For completion by Marker 1 :
Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	
For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:













	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)












	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:



















A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments Against Divination in De Divinatione 

Shelby Bundy
University of Wales
Cosmology, Magic and Divination
HPCA7027
July 24, 2025










A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments Against Divination in De Divinatione
 
This essay critically reviews Marcus Tullius Cicero’s De Divinatione, a philosophical dialogue composed in the final year of his life, 44 BCE.[footnoteRef:1] The treatise is structured as a two-part conversation between Cicero and his brother Quintus. In Book I, Quintus defends the practice of divination, asserting that signs from the gods—such as omens, dreams, and celestial phenomena—can provide insight into future events.[footnoteRef:2] In Book II, Cicero offers a systematic rebuttal, questioning the rationality, coherence, and evidentiary basis of these claims.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, Cicero: On Old Age, On Friendship, On Divination, trans. by William Armistead Falconer, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923) <http://archive.org/details/cicero-de-senectute-de-amicitia-de-divinatione> [accessed 5 July 2025].]  [2:  Ibid., pp. 223–369.]  [3:  Ibid., pp. 371–539.] 


Divination was a central feature of Roman society and religion, and Cicero, a well-known philosopher and statesman, took a critical stance against it in these works, arguing skeptically against the belief that divination was a useful or valid means of acquiring knowledge.[footnoteRef:4] His arguments reflect the principles of Academic Skepticism, a philosophical approach that denies the possibility of certain knowledge while emphasizing reason, probability, and critical inquiry as guides to practical judgment.[footnoteRef:5] In his works, Cicero aims to demonstrate that divination does not have a basis in either nature, logic, or evidence but serves as a product of superstition and cultural tradition.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Mary Beard, John North, and Simon Price, Religions of Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998) p. 150 <http://khazarzar.skeptik.net/books/rel_rom1.pdf> [accessed 2 July 2025].]  [5:  Harald Thorsrud, Cicero: Academic Skepticism (Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d.) <https://iep.utm.edu/cicero-academic-skepticism/> [accessed 2 July 2025].]  [6:  Cicero, Cicero, pp. 371–539.] 


This paper examines Cicero’s principal arguments against divination as articulated in De Divinatione, with focused attention to their philosophical underpinnings and their implications for Roman religious thought.

The Implausibility of Divine Communication through Signs

Cicero begins his argument against divination by challenging its foundational assumption: that the gods might use unusual and obscure signs to communicate with people. He questions the plausibility that divine beings would rely on such uncertain media as the configuration of animal entrails, the flight patterns of birds, or the content of dreams to reveal essential truths. To Cicero, these signs are too ambiguous, variable, and open to interpretation to serve any rational or consistent communicative purpose. He asserts that if the gods truly intended to communicate with humanity, they would not conceal their will in the entrails of a slaughtered sheep, bolts of lightning, or the cries of birds.[footnoteRef:7] The apparent randomness of these signs, in his view, renders them indistinguishable from coincidental natural occurrences, thereby undermining their credibility.[footnoteRef:8] Cicero ultimately concludes that intelligent and rational deities would not choose such vague or inconsistent means to disclose knowledge of the future.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  Ibid., pp. 433–37.]  [8:  Ibid., p. 387.]  [9:  Ibid. p.433-37] 


Cicero’s position is persuasive not only because it appeals to common sense but because it reflects a consistent philosophical methodology. He systematically dismantles the foundations of divinatory practice by exposing its internal contradictions and by highlighting its reliance on unverifiable and often contradictory signs. Moreover, he anticipates potential objections by citing examples in which prophetic signs were either meaningless or mutually inconsistent.[footnoteRef:10] His insistence on clarity, evidence, and rational coherence as the basis for understanding truth again reflect his broader commitment to Academic Skepticism.[footnoteRef:11] In addressing a reader trained in philosophical discourse, Cicero builds a case that not only critiques superstition but also affirms the value of reasoned inquiry as a guide to knowledge. [10:  Ibid., pp. 431.]  [11:  Thorsrud, Cicero: Academic Skepticism.] 


However, Cicero’s critique is not without its weaknesses. His argument presumes that divine communication must conform to the norms of human logic and dismisses the use of symbolism, ritual, and mystery as valid forms of religious expression. Yet in many ancient cultures, including Rome, the function of divination was not to provide scientific certainty but to foster a sense of connection with the divine and to guide communal decision-making. The signs he criticizes as ambiguous were, in fact, embedded in a shared symbolic system rooted in tradition and belief.[footnoteRef:12] Cicero overlooks this cultural dimension, approaching divination as though it were a scientific hypothesis rather than a religious practice. Moreover, by focusing on exaggerated or simplistic examples, he risks misrepresenting the lived experience of divination in Roman society. In doing so, Cicero runs the risk of constructing a straw man argument—insisting on literal interpretations of practices that were often understood metaphorically or ritually. [12:  Michael Attyah Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece, 1st edn (University of California Press, 2007), p. 74 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctt1pp4k4> [accessed 10 March 2025].] 


Although Cicero’s argument is rhetorically compelling in its appeal to logical reasoning, it fails to account for the broader social and psychological functions of divination in Roman society. Divinatory practices served to mitigate uncertainty, provide justification for decision-making, and reinforce a cosmological sense of order and stability within the community.[footnoteRef:13] While Cicero’s critiques may be persuasive when aimed at those who viewed divination as a method for obtaining objective knowledge about future events, they are less effective against interpretations that regard divination as a meaningful and symbolic religious practice. Thus, Cicero reveals the limitations of divination as a form of epistemology but overlooks its cultural significance and the ritual functions it served within Roman religious life.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Nicholas Denyer, ‘The Case against Divination: An Examination of Cicero’s De Divinatione’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, 31.31 (211) (1985), 1–10 (pp. 9–10), doi:10.1017/S0068673500004715.] 



Inconsistency and Contradiction Among Diviners

Cicero argues that the inconsistencies among diviners undermine the credibility of their art. Positing that if divination were a reliable method of accessing objective knowledge from the gods, then different practitioners should arrive at similar interpretations when confronted with the same signs. Instead, as Cicero observes, diviners often contradict one another, even when interpreting identical omens. One augur might declare a sign favorable, while another interprets it as inauspicious.[footnoteRef:15] Such disagreement, Cicero suggests, reveals that divination lacks the internal coherence found in other fields of knowledge, such as astronomy or medicine, which, though not free from debate, operate within shared methodological frameworks that prioritize consistency, cumulative knowledge, and replicable outcomes over subjective interpretation or ambiguous symbolism.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:  , p. 401–03, 417]  [16:  Ibid., pp. 379–83.] 


This critique is persuasive because it frames consistency as a hallmark of credible knowledge. Disagreement among supposed experts suggests that divinatory interpretations arise not from divine communication but from human speculation or bias. If divination genuinely conveyed the will of the gods, contradictory readings would imply either human error or, implausibly, divine confusion—an idea Cicero explicitly rejects. By holding diviners to the standards of rational inquiry, he exposes the absence of a verifiable epistemological foundation. This not only calls into question the intellectual legitimacy of divination but also raises doubts about its role in public decision-making, where interpretive errors can have wide-reaching consequences.

However, Cicero evaluates divination through the lens of science or technical disciplines, which may not align with how the practice was understood or contextualized in ancient Rome. As with sacred texts, a single sign could generate multiple interpretations, and the purpose of divination may have been less about acquiring definitive answers and more about facilitating deliberation. Roman diviners were likely expected to consider the broader context, such as individual circumstances, societal conditions, and political tensions, when offering their judgments. In this sense, divination functioned more as a social and religious process than a predictive mechanism.

Therefore, variation in interpretation did not necessarily signal a failure of divinatory methods but instead reflected the flexible and adaptive nature of a religious art form. The presence of multiple possible meanings may have allowed diviners to respond to complex or ambiguous situations in ways that preserved social order, upheld ritual propriety, or affirmed the authority of civic institutions. By treating inconsistency as a weakness, Cicero overlooks the possibility that ambiguity, disagreement, and dialogue were accepted—and even valued—as integral features of Roman religious life. His comparison to the precision of scientific disciplines imposes an artificial expectation of accuracy on a practice that was interpretive by design.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Denyer, ‘The Case against Divination’, pp. 9–10.] 




Failure of Prophecies and Omens

One of Cicero’s most persistent objections to divination lies in the high incidence of failed predictions or predictions not given. He notes that people tend to remember only the successful prophecies while disregarding the numerous instances in which divinatory forecasts prove false. This selective memory, he implies, creates a distorted perception of divination’s reliability. [footnoteRef:18] Cicero criticizes defenders of the practice for relying on anecdotal successes and overlooking its broader inconsistency. If divination were genuinely reliable, Cicero reasons, its results would show consistent accuracy across time and place—a standard it repeatedly fails to meet.[footnoteRef:19] He also points to the absence of systematic testing or universally agreed-upon criteria for verifying outcomes. In contrast to the empirical standards emerging in philosophical and proto-scientific discourse, divinatory signs appear arbitrary, open to conflicting interpretations, and vulnerable to manipulation.[footnoteRef:20] For Cicero, this undermines any claim to objective authority. Moreover, he draws attention to the psychological tendencies—such as confirmation bias and the human desire for reassurance—that may explain why people continue to trust in divination despite its lack of demonstrable efficacy. In this way, Cicero anticipates arguments later echoed in critiques of pseudoscience, emphasizing the need for consistent evidence over belief rooted in tradition or emotional need. Accordingly, he offers that divination is not accepted because it works but because of the deeply rooted belief people have in superstition.[footnoteRef:21] [18:  Cicero, Cicero, pp.303 ]  [19:  Ibid., pp.431.]  [20:  Ibid., pp. 381–83.]  [21:  Ibid., p. 537.] 


This argument is particularly powerful because it anticipates what modern psychology would term confirmation bias—the tendency to recall and emphasize evidence that supports one’s beliefs while disregarding contradictory information. Cicero urges his readers to assess the full scope of divinatory history, not merely the isolated successes that inspire awe or affirm existing assumptions. He demands uniformity and repeatability in outcomes, invoking a kind of proto-empiricism rarely applied to religious matters in Roman society. In doing so, Cicero’s critique transcends simple disbelief; rather, he articulates a systematic framework for testing truth claims. His appeal to method and coherence positions him alongside philosophical traditions that prioritized rational inquiry and empirical standards over inherited superstition.

Moreover, by challenging the legitimacy of practices that were widely accepted and deeply embedded in civic and religious life, Cicero places himself in opposition to prevailing cultural norms. Taking a bold philosophical stance that risked undermining communal cohesion. Yet Cicero's insistence on intellectual consistency speaks to a broader aspiration: the hope that public life might be guided by reason rather than ritual, and by truth rather than tradition. In this light, his critique is both a philosophical and civic intervention.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Ibid., pp. 493–95.] 


However, Cicero’s argument also rests on some debatable assumptions. He appears to generalize from a limited selection of examples, giving the impression that the majority, or even all, prophecies produced through divination are unsuccessful. Without a comprehensive record of both accurate and inaccurate predictions, such a conclusion remains speculative. Cicero’s critique rests on a limited premise—namely, that divination’s value lies solely in its predictive accuracy. This assumption overlooks the symbolic, performative, and sociopolitical dimensions of the practice. In many ancient cultures, including Roman culture, prophecies often served not to foretell events with precision but to guide decisions, articulate communal anxieties, or legitimize action in uncertain contexts.[footnoteRef:23] Their importance may have stemmed less from factual correctness and more from their ability to shape interpretation, reinforce ritual meaning, or provide ethical orientation. By reducing divination to a testable science, Cicero misses how prophecy could function as a flexible narrative tool—one that operates through suggestion, reflection, and cultural resonance, rather than merely deterministic forecasts.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece, p. 74.]  [24:  Park, ‘Divination and Its Social Contexts’, pp. 200–01.] 


Divination and the Erosion of Moral Responsibility

Beyond questions of accuracy or utility, Cicero’s objection to divination takes on a moral dimension. Cicero argues that the reliance on divination diminishes human responsibility by encouraging bias and distorting judgment in decision-making. He expresses concern that individuals who defer to omens or signs in moments of consequence are not engaging in rational deliberation but are surrendering to ambiguous or easily manipulated messages. For Cicero, this is not merely an epistemological issue but a moral one. He insists that those entrusted with authority—particularly in political or civic roles—have a duty to act through reasoned judgment, experiential knowledge, and practical wisdom. To substitute these with the uncertainties of divination is, in his view, to abdicate personal accountability. Such reliance cultivates fear and indecision, rather than courage and agency. When fate is attributed to external powers, Cicero warns, individuals are relieved of responsibility for failure.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Cicero, Cicero, pp. 395–97. ] 


This argument is compelling because it is rooted in ethical reasoning. Cicero is not merely skeptical of the truth-claims made by divination but also of its potential to undermine human character and societal responsibility. In defending rational choice, he aligns himself with Roman ideals, particularly the value of prudentia—the practical wisdom expected of a virtuous leader and citizen.[footnoteRef:26] Cicero raises a significant concern: the possibility that excessive reliance on divination may lead individuals to delay or avoid action, hoping for favorable omens rather than exercising decisive judgment.[footnoteRef:27] In the political sphere, such hesitation could prove disastrous. His appeal to human reason and personal accountability reinforces a broader vision of civic virtue, wherein leaders are expected to evaluate evidence and act with resolve. Against this backdrop, Cicero’s critique extends beyond religious skepticism to become a philosophical endorsement of Roman identity and political integrity. As Mary Beard argues, Cicero’s engagement with Greek philosophical ideas was not a passive adoption but a deliberate reinterpretation aimed at aligning them with Roman political and religious frameworks—particularly in areas like augury and civic responsibility, where traditional Roman knowledge had deep institutional roots.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, De officiis, trans. by Walter Miller (London: William Heinemann, 1913), pp. 17–20 <http://archive.org/details/deofficiiswithen00ciceuoft> [accessed 22 July 2025].]  [27:  Ibid., p. 509.]  [28:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), 33–46 (pp. 40–41), doi:10.2307/300364.] 

Nonetheless, Cicero tends to portray divination as inherently incompatible with independent thought, presenting it as a practice that overrides reason rather than complements it. Yet this perspective may oversimplify how divination functioned in practice. In a culture as religiously and politically layered as Rome’s, it is plausible that individuals consulted omens not as a replacement for rational judgment but as one tool among many in navigating uncertainty. Rather than framing divination and reason as mutually exclusive, it may be more accurate to see them as coexisting modes of interpretation—sometimes in tension, sometimes in alignment—within the broader decision-making processes of Roman life. Cicero’s framing, by contrast, constructs a binary that may not fully reflect the complexities of lived belief.

Lack of Philosophical and Natural Explanation

Cicero challenges the legitimacy of divination by asserting that it lacks both a rational foundation and any basis in natural philosophy. He argues that true knowledge must be rooted in reason and observable causes, whereas practices like dream interpretation or reading entrails are disconnected from the causal order that governs the universe. Cicero questions how random phenomena, such as the shape of a sacrificed animal’s liver, could logically correspond to complex outcomes like political decisions or personal fate.[footnoteRef:29] In his view, divination fails to meet the standards of philosophical inquiry and natural explanation, rendering it intellectually untenable. [29:  , pp. 387–88.] 


Building on Cicero’s demand for rational explanation, this position aligns his critique with the broader tradition of philosophical skepticism. Emphasizing rational coherence and causal explanation, he situates himself among thinkers who valued logical consistency and natural reasoning as essential tools in the pursuit of truth. His argument appeals to readers who expect intellectual positions to be supported by evidence or theory, rather than by emotion, personal belief, or inherited custom. This approach exposes divinatory systems to rigorous scrutiny; unless they can demonstrate clear, repeatable causal links between signs and outcomes, they struggle to withstand logical analysis. In this way, Cicero’s rejection of divination not only serves as a critique of religious practice but also as a reflection of his philosophical identity, grounded in the values of Hellenistic rationalism, Roman intellectual culture, and a commitment to disciplined inquiry. 

Although intellectually coherent, Cicero’s argument imposes standards that may not be appropriate to the religious structures he critiques. Roman religion was not built upon philosophical coherence or natural law but was instead rooted in myth, ritual, and communal experience.[footnoteRef:30] Divination in Rome functioned less as an effort to explain causal mechanisms and more as a structured symbolic system for engaging with the divine and interpreting disruptions in the civic-religious order.[footnoteRef:31] By demanding that religious practices adhere to the principles of philosophical rationalism, Cicero holds them to a standard they were never intended to meet. He largely disregards the role of metaphor, narrative, and myth as valid modes of expressing truths that elude strict logical formulation. Religious meaning can possess coherence without conforming to scientific paradigms, and many cultures have long used symbolic systems to generate understanding without requiring literal accuracy. In this light, Cicero’s critique, though rigorously reasoned, appears both narrow in scope and rigid in its evaluative criteria. [30:  Joerg Ruepke, A Companion to Roman Religion (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), p. 93 <https://www.academia.edu/13494260/2011_A_Companion_to_Roman_Religion> [accessed 10 March 2025]. ]  [31:  Beard, Religions of Rome, pp. 37–38.] 


Cicero presents a compelling critique of divination as a provider of objective knowledge, particularly within the framework of philosophical skepticism. His argument holds weight when measured against the standards of rational inquiry and epistemological rigor. However, this critique becomes less persuasive when viewed through the lens of Roman cultural and religious life, where collective experience, ritual, and symbolic interaction with the divine held greater importance than logical demonstration. Divination in Rome functioned not simply as a means of foretelling future events but as a mechanism for reinforcing civic order, affirming communal identity, and maintaining a reciprocal relationship with the gods. It served as a structured response to uncertainty, offering guidance and reassurance through shared rituals rather than through verifiable proof. While Cicero’s reasoning may resonate within philosophical circles, it fails to account for the broader social, religious, and emotional dimensions of divinatory practice as it was lived and experienced in Roman society.

Conclusion

1
In De Divinatione Book II, Cicero offers a sustained critique of divinatory practice, challenging its logical coherence, consistency, and ethical implications. He questions the plausibility of divine communication through signs, highlights contradictions among prophetic claims, critiques the unreliability of predictions, warns against the erosion of human responsibility, and addresses the absence of a causal explanation. Rooted in his commitment to reason and Academic Skepticism, Cicero’s arguments are often philosophically persuasive. Yet his critique relies on assumptions that fail to fully account for the symbolic, social, and psychological dimensions of Roman religious life. Practices such as augury, haruspicy, and the interpretation of prodigies were embedded in communal experience and civic order, functioning less as predictive science and more as tools for maintaining relationships between Rome and its gods. In this context, the purpose of divination was not necessarily to reveal objective truths but to sustain cultural cohesion and reinforce shared values through ritual and symbolism. While Cicero effectively demonstrates the limitations of divination as a means of attaining objective knowledge, he does not address why such practices continued to hold meaning and authority within Roman society. Ultimately, De Divinatione stands as a notable work of philosophical skepticism, but its enduring value also lies in what it inadvertently reveals about the complex intersection of belief, ritual, and reason in Roman thought.
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