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A critical review of Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De Defectu Oraculorum
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Plutarch of Chaeronea (c. 45–120 CE) was a Greek philosopher, historian, and priest of Apollo at Delphi who wrote extensively on a variety of topics such as historical figures, philosophy, ethics, and religion in the early Roman Empire [footnoteRef:3754]. Perhaps his most significant work for the study of divination is the Moralia, a collection of essays which address some of the major debates of his time. Within this collection, De Defectu Oraculorum is of particular note. This text explores why the Greek oracles, particularly Delphi, had fallen into decline. Written in dialogue form, the text presents multiple arguments in support of oracular divination, including population decline, natural triggers, and the mortality of daimones.

The text was composed at a time when oracles were rumoured to be in decline. Many classical Greek oracles no longer held the influence they once had, and new religious movements were gaining in popularity [footnoteRef:30970]. Plutarch, being a priest, likely had a vested interest in preserving the prestige of the oracles, which may have motivated and influenced his arguments. Sometimes categorised as a Middle Platonist, he sought to reconcile traditional Greek religious beliefs with rational inquiry. His concept of daimones aligns with Platonic concepts, while his careful, inquiring tone is reflective of academic scepticism [footnoteRef:23344]. The dialogue form allows him to explore multiple sides of the argument, in keeping with his philosophical tradition, but he ultimately defends the continued relevance of divination by presenting a nuanced theological framework. However, it must also be noted that the dialogue is often convoluted and dives into complex cosmological, mythological, and metaphysical concepts to an almost unnecessary degree. 

This review aims to show that, while Plutarch’s reasoning is sophisticated, it remains highly speculative. Plutarch’s arguments for divination will be assessed in order to ascertain their philosophical, historical, and theological validity.  Modern scholarly debates will also be considered to determine whether his explanations genuinely defend divination or merely justify its decline.



Throughout the dialogue, Plutarch provides a structured defence in support of oracles and their divinatory abilities. His arguments attempt to acknowledge and explain the reduced activity of oracles while also asserting their continued validity. For example, one of Plutarch’s main arguments is that the reduced activity of oracles is simply because there is no longer enough of a demand for them. This is primarily a demographic argument which relies on Plutarch’s view that the gods are defined by “moderation, adequacy, excess in nothing, and complete self-sufficiency" [footnoteRef:4396]. Additionally, he notes through the character of Ammonius that Greece’s population had decreased since the height of the oracles, stating that in the past, Delphi was so popular that it required “two prophetic priestesses [...] and a third was appointed to be held in reserve”, but now there is only one priestess who “meets every need” [footnoteRef:11688]. The point here is that oracles have not declined due to the absence or disinterest of the gods, but rather because there is a reduced need for oracles due to the lower population, and the oracles that still exist are completely sufficient for those who are still seeking their prophetic services. Plutarch states that because of this, “there is no reason [...] to blame the god” for the decline of the oracles when it is humanity who is no longer calling upon them as frequently [footnoteRef:19965]. In other words, if a single Pythia is sufficient to serve all of those who seek their services, then the gods would only naturally reduce the number of oracles in order to ensure the correct balance and avoid excess. Therefore, in Plutarch’s view, the perceived decline of oracles is not a failure of divination but is instead framed as a practical adjustment carried out by the gods in accordance with the needs of humans.

Another way in which Plutarch defends divination is through attempting to explain how divination works and how oracles receive their prophecies from the gods. He makes it quite clear that he is opposed to the idea of gods directly talking through oracles, stating that it would be “foolish and childish in the extreme to imagine that the god himself, after the manner of ventriloquists…enters into the bodies of his prophets and prompts their utterances” [footnoteRef:3282]. Instead, he draws on a Platonic framework, suggesting that the gods make use of lesser divine beings known as daimones or demigods to act as intermediaries “between gods and men” in order to carry out tasks on their behalf, such as prophecies [footnoteRef:1702]. These daimones are the beings which deliver the messages of the gods to the oracles or dwell within and manage oracular sites. The existence of this intermediary force is essential for Plutarch and other Platonists in order to maintain the transcendent and dignified nature of the gods, so they need not “become entangled in men’s needs” directly [footnoteRef:14600]. Through this discussion of daimones, Plutarch is arguing that the efficacy of oracles can diminish because the intermediary agents of prophecy might be subject to change, rather than there being any weakness on the part of the gods themselves.

Building on this, Plutarch introduces a rather strange concept for its time and discusses the possibility of daimones being mortal. The idea here, is that if a particular daimon that oversaw an oracle should die or depart, then that oracle’s voice would fade [footnoteRef:1730]. Through the character Cleombrotus, Plutarch suggests that even demigods and nymphs, while they may live for exceptionally lengthy periods, still ultimately meet their end. As evidence for this, the dialogue discusses a famous story in which a sailor heard a mysterious voice announce, “Great Pan is dead” as his ship passed by the island of Paxi. After he announced this message, a chorus of loud wails could be heard coming from the shore, confirming that a mighty spiritual being had indeed died [footnoteRef:24407]. The implication here is that if a divine being such as Pan could die, then so could the other daimones and spirits that commune with and deliver prophecies to oracles which, in turn, would lead to their silence. Therefore, this could be part of a natural process in which daimones pass away, move on, and perhaps even new ones will take up residence in oracular sites again in the future [footnoteRef:3824]. Once again, this argument seeks to effectively steer any blame away from the gods themselves and offer alternative explanations which fit within the religious framework. 

On the topic of natural processes, Plutarch steers the discussion toward other natural and psychological aspects of prophecy in the later sections of the dialogue. Through the characters in the dialogue, particularly his brother Lamprias, he proposes that the state of mind that is required to receive prophecy (enthousiasmos) is an “irrational state” in which a person can receive divine insight when freed from their normal, rational constraints [footnoteRef:27526]. He states that this is a state of mind that can be achieved through a variety of physical causes, such as the terrestrial vapours (pneuma) that induce a trance in the Pythia [footnoteRef:16169]. As such, one hypothesis brought forward is that some oracles waned because the natural trigger for their divine inspiration, such as underground prophetic vapours, were exhausted or interrupted [footnoteRef:20845]. However, it is made clear that these natural triggers are not the cause of oracular divination but rather the medium through which it is delivered.

Through Lamprias, Plutarch begins to combine these theories into a cohesive system, where the deity (Apollo in this instance) remains the ultimate authority, working through subordinate daimones and natural means to ensure the process works when and where appropriate [footnoteRef:13866]. This results in a relatively sophisticated double-causal explanation where divine will, spiritual intermediaries, and physical means all work together to regulate the divinatory process [footnoteRef:14089]. For example, the daimones serve Apollo by regulating the composition of the pneuma, and the physical vapours themselves are the tool through which divine inspiration is delivered. In other words, Apollo’s providence works through nature and subordinate spirits in order to regulate and inspire the oracles. This is a fairly balanced view for Plutarch’s time, likely seeking to satisfy both theologian and empiricist perspectives by emphasising the role of the deity while still acknowledging and incorporating the observation of natural phenomena [footnoteRef:17401].

Overall, it is clear throughout the dialogue that Plutarch considered divination to be very real and valuable. The narrative never doubts that the oracles did indeed speak truth from the gods, which is unsurprising considering the author was a devoted priest. However, it means that Plutarch’s arguments seek to explain how divination can be so rather than whether it is so, which provides an interesting perspective on the matter. These explanations highlight how the decline of oracles across Greece could be considered perfectly explainable within an Ancient Greek religious framework, and how it has no bearing on the authenticity of the oracles or the messages they receive. For Plutarch, the oracles have not declined because there is anything wrong with the divinatory process, but rather due to the reduced demand from humanity, the possible mortality of intermediaries, and the quantities/composition of natural triggers, all of which are kept in harmonious balance by the gods.

However, scholars remain divided on the validity of these arguments and Plutarch’s motivations. Some see his work as a genuine attempt to rationalise religious traditions within a Platonic framework, while others argue that it functions primarily as an apologetic text designed to defend traditional Greek religious practices [footnoteRef:4490] [footnoteRef:6191]. Additionally, at times, it can be difficult to discern which view expressed within the dialogue is the one Plutarch holds, as the genre allows him to explore multiple perspectives while providing room for ambiguity regarding his own position, which has further fuelled ongoing scholarly debate [footnoteRef:9230].

Regardless, there are several key strengths to Plutarch’s approach. The double-causal model he proposes is that the means through which prophecy is received is through an interaction of divine will and natural physical conditions rather than the decline in power or abandonment of the gods [footnoteRef:23998]. As noted previously, this allows Plutarch to incorporate both empirical factors and theological concerns into a system that acknowledges natural triggers such as the terrestrial vapours while also maintaining that the ultimate source of divination is still divine. Such an approach is representative of a clear attempt to avoid the extremes of both outright scepticism and blind faith, resulting in a rather nuanced defence of oracular divinatory tradition [footnoteRef:4584]. Additionally, the dialogue format of the text allows Plutarch to essentially explore multiple views on the topic without necessarily committing himself to any of them. By presenting objections and alternative theories within the dialogue, Plutarch demonstrates an awareness of potential criticisms. This method makes his final position more credible, as it has actively engaged with debate rather than avoiding it. This has led some modern scholars to praise Plutarch and his work as a reflection of an authentic attempt to integrate religious tradition with philosophical inquiry, positioning him as an honest intermediary between faith and scepticism [footnoteRef:25008]. This attitude would align with some lesser-known trends in contemporary Middle Platonism, where philosophers sought to harmonise reason, logic, and empiricism with traditional religious belief [footnoteRef:29043]. However, there are other scholars who view the text as apologetic in nature. Considering Plutarch’s position as a priest of Apollo at Delphi, it would not be unreasonable to conclude that Plutarch had a vested interest in reinforcing traditional religious beliefs and practices in a time of growing doubt and religious uncertainty [footnoteRef:26868]. As such, it is difficult to ascertain whether Plutarch was an admirable academic sceptic, or instead, a priest trying to ensure that his institution holds onto power and remains relevant. It seems likely that the truth is somewhere in the middle, but regardless, Plutarch’s attempt to combine empiricism and theology to validate oracular divination within his religious framework is admirable.

Another notable section of the discussion is the topic of the mortality of daimones and their role as intermediaries between the gods and humanity. The proposition that oracular messages are mediated through these lesser divine beings preserves the transcendent nature of the gods whilst also offering a plausible explanation for variations in divinatory activity [footnoteRef:21958]. This concept draws upon the frameworks of other Platonic philosophers, particularly Xenocrates' tripartite division of gods, daimones, and humans, which Plutarch adapts to his discussion on the mechanisms that underpin oracular inspiration [footnoteRef:8530]. This suggested framework would allow for divination and divine communication to remain valid and authentic despite any perceived changes or challenges over time.

This framework also allows Plutarch to engage with and argue against some of the contemporary sceptical views that challenged traditional interpretations. He acknowledges that the decline of oracles might initially appear to suggest the neglect or failure of the gods but suggests that it is ultimately an explainable phenomenon. In Plutarch’s view, it is clear that the gods provide only what is necessary, which consequently frames the diminishing power and number of oracles as a natural adjustment to human needs rather than a failure of divination itself [footnoteRef:18139]. Plutarch is also careful not to dismiss natural explanations outright, instead opting to incorporate them into a broader divine system where oracular prophecy relies on both otherworldly, spiritual processes and natural earthly mechanisms [footnoteRef:12006]. This attempt at combining theological tradition and scientific reasoning anticipated later philosophical attempts to reconcile religion with empirical observation and, while his explanations would not be considered scientific in a modern sense, they do represent an effort to rationalise divination in a way that could appeal to an academically inclined audience. 

There are, however, many issues with the framework Plutarch proposes which have the potential to undermine his arguments significantly. Perhaps the most obvious of these is the exceedingly speculative nature of the dialogue throughout the text. A particularly contentious example of this is his claim that daimones may be mortal and that their deaths could explain the disappearance of oracles. While this concept would serve his argument by providing a supernatural cause for oracular decline, it is both unprovable and an unusual concept, even in Plutarch’s time [footnoteRef:5071]. Additionally, if daimones can simply die or depart at any moment, then oracular decline becomes an unpredictable occurrence rather than a natural adjustment to the needs of humanity, which would undermine Plutarch’s view that the gods are in ultimate control. Scholars have also critiqued this aspect of Plutarch’s argument as being an artificial construction or a somewhat desperate attempt to justify the persistence of divination rather than a genuine philosophical inquiry [footnoteRef:4750].

It has also been noted that Plutarch is rather selective when it comes to his engagement with empiricist concerns. While he does employ natural explanations, such as the discussion of prophetic vapours, he neglects to entertain the possibility that these conditions alone might account for the cessation of oracles and the prophecies they receive. For Plutarch, it is clear that divine providence must always be involved [footnoteRef:9900]. This selective application of empirical reasoning might reveal the underlying theological motivations of his work, which always ultimately prioritises religious doctrine over true critical examination. In fact, one could argue that his entire framework, ranging from the assumption that divine communication is self-regulating according to human needs to the discussion of daimones and prophetic vapour, is a theological presumption rather than an argument based on demonstrable evidence. While he does engage with sceptical arguments, he ultimately favours a model that preserves the central role of the gods in governing the world. It is for this reason that it is difficult to know whether Plutarch’s work is a true academic philosophical inquiry or a sophisticated exercise in justifying religious doctrine.

Another glaring omission from the dialogue is any discussion of the possible economic, political, and social factors behind the decline of oracles. He acknowledges demographic changes but neglects other alternative explanations, such as the rise of Roman political power or competition from other faiths and ideologies. This suggests that Plutarch’s analysis is primarily concerned with preserving the theological integrity of oracles rather than offering a comprehensive debate or historical account [footnoteRef:29090]. Some scholars have also questioned the historical accuracy of Plutarch’s portrayal of oracular decline. Following his narrative, it would seem that oracles were disappearing at an alarming rate. It is also possible that his localised focus on Delphi may have also contributed to a narrow perspective that does not fully reflect the religious landscape of the period. 



Overall, throughout De Defectu Oraculorum, Plutarch presents a fairly intellectual and imaginative defence of divination for his time. He incorporates elements of Middle Platonic philosophy, theology, and natural empirical explanations to construct a framework in which the gods, intermediary daimones and physical triggers such as underground vapours work together to regulate the divination process. In doing so, he seeks to prove that the perceived decline of oracles is not due to divine abandonment or the failure of the gods in any fashion. This dialogue is reflective of an impressive early attempt at reconciling religious tradition with rigorous rational inquiry in order to preserve the theological integrity of oracles while addressing contemporary sceptical concerns.  [3754:  ‘Plutarch’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Spring 2024 Edition)]  [30970:  Simonetti, Elsa Giovanna, A Perfect Medium: Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch (Leuven: University Press, 2017). p. 59]  [23344:  Opsomer, Jan, Divination and Academic “Scepticism” According to Plutarch, in Plutarchea Lovaniensia: A Miscellany of Essays on Plutarch, ed. by Luc Van der Stockt (Studia Hellenistica, 1) (Leuven: Peeters, 1996), p. 170-176.]  [4396:  Plutarch, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, in Moralia, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, vol. 5 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p. 373, §8]  [11688:  Plutarch, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, p. 375, §8.]  [19965:  Plutarch, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, p. 375, §8.]  [3282:  Plutarch, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, p. 377, §9.]  [1702:  Plutarch, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, p. 377-381, §10.]  [14600:  Plutarch, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, p. 377, §9.  ]  [1730:  Schröder, Stephan, Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration, in On the Daimonion of Socrates, ed. Heinz-Günther Nesselrath (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010), p. 154]  [24407:  Plutarch, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, p. 400, §17.]  [3824:  Schröder, Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration, p. 154.]  [27526:  Schröder, Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration, p. 154-155.]  [16169:  Plutarch, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, p. 467-475, §40-42.]  [20845:  Schröder, Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration, p. 154-155.]  [13866:  Plutarch, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, p. 487-501, §47-52.]  [14089:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium: Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch, p. 97.]  [17401:  Opsomer, Divination and Academic “Scepticism” According to Plutarch, p. 192-194.]  [4490:  Brenk, Frederick E., A Most Strange Doctrine: Daimon in Plutarch, in The Classical Journal, 69.1 (1973), p. 6-7.]  [6191:  Opsomer, Divination and Academic “Scepticism” According to Plutarch, p. 193.]  [9230:  Brenk, A Most Strange Doctrine: Daimon in Plutarch, p. 6.]  [23998:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium: Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch, p. 100.]  [4584:  Opsomer, Divination and Academic “Scepticism” According to Plutarch, p. 172-173.]  [25008:  Opsomer, Divination and Academic “Scepticism” According to Plutarch, p. 191-193.]  [29043:  Opsomer, Divination and Academic “Scepticism” According to Plutarch, p. 170-171.]  [26868:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium: Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch, p. 132.]  [21958:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium: Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch, p. 78-79.]  [8530:  Schröder, Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration, p. 156-157.]  [18139:  Schröder, Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration, p. 153-154]  [12006:  Brenk, A Most Strange Doctrine: Daimon in Plutarch, p. 7.]  [5071:  Brenk, A Most Strange Doctrine: Daimon in Plutarch, p. 7.]  [4750:  Brenk, A Most Strange Doctrine: Daimon in Plutarch, p. 7.]  [9900:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium: Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch, p. 166.]  [29090:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium: Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch, p. 59-60.] 

[bookmark: _Int_kqcukYVi]However, while his arguments were sophisticated for his time, they are far from definitive. His thoughts regarding the mortality of daimones, though inventive, lack strong precedent and appear unorthodox and highly speculative. His framework also prioritises theological assumptions over alternative explanations, such as political shifts, economic changes, or religious competition. Additionally, though he does engage with sceptical thoughts and concerns, his conclusions always favour a divine resolution that leaves key questions unanswered. His arguments do indeed uphold the credibility of oracles within his modified Platonic worldview, but the issue here is that all of this rests on fundamentally unverifiable premises. 
Despite this, Plutarch’s work does remain relevant to discussions surrounding faith and reason through to the present day. His attempts to rationalise religious change and doctrine mirror contemporary efforts to reconcile tradition with shifting cultural and intellectual trends. While the text may be difficult to read, and his explanations may or may not be convincing, De Defectu Oraculorum remains an impressive example of a system in which intellectual reasoning and faith are combined to address religious challenges. Although Plutarch does not reach a definitive conclusion on the disappearance of oracular divination, his dialogue helps us to gain insight into ancient religious thought and the broader challenge the faithful face when interpreting divine absence in times of change.
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