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Introduction
This essay is going to critically review Plutarch’s ‘On the Obsolescence of Oracles’, specifically the translation from Frank Babbitt. Firstly, it will set out the context and background in which the text was written as well as critical information about the author. For that reason, it will briefly mention the ancient Greek culture and integral parts if its society as well as their relationship to divination and oracles and how this relationship played a role in the ancient politics. Furthermore, it will briefly talk about Plutarch’s life and work, this part will include mention of his profession, and topics of the philosophical essays he has written. The second part of the essay will include a critical review of Plutarch’s text in question. Because even Babbit mentioned that from editorial perspective, the writing might be lacking a logical structure, this essay will mainly focus on parts that directly correlate to the topic of divination and oracles. For that reason, certain parts, such as the discussions about the length of a year becoming shorter or longer and other similar topics will not a part of this review. The third part of this review will consist of critical analysis of the text in connection to Plutarch’s reasoning for divination, specifically how does the cessation of oracles in ancient Greece influence his perception of the oracles and the involvement of gods withing the lives of mortals. Lastly, it will mention how Plutarch’s work influenced the future generations.
Context and background
First and foremost, to understand the role of oracles in ancient Greek society it is necessary to understand the society itself. It is essential to keep in mind that, ancient societies did not separate religious aspects of life from the rest of the human experience, as well as they abstained from categorisation of aspects within their societies. This categorisation and separation of religion from the state is a modern invention.[footnoteRef:1] Another important aspect to keep in mind, is that societies are constantly evolving and changing and so are the believes within them. Historically, people of Greece, just like most people of  ancient societies, strongly believed in the existence of gods and thus those beliefs became an integral part of their society. This led to the influence of the gods to reach every part and aspect of human life.[footnoteRef:2] Because the political processes in ancient Greece cannot be seen as strictly secular it is important to keep in mind and critically question the independence of the questions asked as well as the answers given.[footnoteRef:3] [1: Fitzgerald, Timothy. 2015. ‘Critical Religion and Critical Research on Religion: Religion and Politics as Modern Fictions’, Critical Research on Religion, pp. 312.]  [2:  Zhang, Renwen. 2022. ‘The Social Effects of the Oracles’, Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, pp. 387.]  [3: Parker, Robert. 1985. ‘GREEK STATES and GREEK ORACLES’, History of Political Thought, pp. 299] 

In order to get closer to the divine beings, there was a need for a connection to them. This came in the form of an oracle, through which the gods, or their affiliates, answered their believers. This led to the role of oracles in ancient Greece to be extremely important as they have been considered to be one of the most powerful kinds of divination.[footnoteRef:4] Divination in ancient Greece is understood as a guide to take a specific action rather than to predict the future, this is, however, a common practice across many ancient and modern cultures.[footnoteRef:5] The god behind the oracle, such as Apollo behind the oracle at Delphi, is viewed as an adviser that brings out the reasons why things are happening the way they are rather than boldly predicting the future.[footnoteRef:6] Furthermore, it is viewed as a tool to reassure the person or a group seeking its advice, this results in more confidence in taking action.[footnoteRef:7] Furthermore, divination can partly be considered an art, as this specific act of divination is received by an audience; it has to be demonstrated convincingly.[footnoteRef:8] Robert Parker states that: “divination is a drama that leads through many a perilous reveal to a satisfactory denouncement.” This suggests that critical thinking is always in place while studying behaviours that have the capacity to be affected by political, cultural and socio-economical situations. For this reason, Renwen Zhang states that: [4:  Ibid, pp. 298.]  [5:  Ibid, pp. 299.]  [6:  Ibid, pp. 299.]  [7:  Ibid, pp. 300.]  [8:  Ibid, pp. 300.] 

 “There seems to be a subtle relationship between the power and the will of God, which determines that the right to be a king is given by God. Gradually, the king began to use the divine power to give orders, launch wars, and become the king of the gods. The divinity of great kings is closely related to the development of ancient empires.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Zhang, Renwen. 2022. ‘The Social Effects of the Oracles’, Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, pp. 387.] 

The most famous of all oracles is the oracle that used to be situated in Delphi, as it usually stands at the centre of the debates surrounding oracles. Part of the reason of the importance of the oracle at Delphi, was the geographical location itself because it put the oracle at a somewhat international position. There would be many people from various Greek city-states that would seek its advice, mainly because it was located in the centre of Greece, so many people viewed as centre of their world.[footnoteRef:10] Another reason for its popularity was because of its connection to god of prophecies, Apollo.  [10:  Parker, Robert. 1985. ‘GREEK STATES and GREEK ORACLES’, History of Political Thought, pp. 303.] 

Plutarch was born in central Greece, specifically Chaeronea between the years 45 and 47 CE. Despite studying in Athens and obtaining Athenian citizenship, he spent most of his life in his birth town that was in a close proximity to Delphi. One of the reasons why Plutarch chose to stay  in his hometown was his connection to religious activity at the oracle of Delphi. Through out his lifetime he served at various positions at the temple of Apollo, where he eventually became a priest. He included information about local sacred rituals and the oracle in some of his works. [footnoteRef:11] On top of this, he was an avid writer. Plutarch wrote on a vast number of topics; he wrote mainly philosophical and historical-biographical works. His historical works included his interest in character formation and politics. The philosophical texts were usually written as dialogues. The content of his philosophical works was usually heavily polemical. Furthermore, his polemical works that speak against two main Hellenistic schools; the Stoic and the Epicurean. One of the potential reasons for why Plutarch was in disagreement with these two philosophical schools was their strong criticism of Plato. Not only would they criticize him, but they would also get inspired by his work and would blatantly use his ideas with no acknowledgement whatsoever. George Kanamanolis stated that:  [11:  Karamanolis, George. 2020. ‘Plutarch’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta] 

“Plutarch's polemics were, then, motivated by his desire to advocate Platonism against what he regarded as misguided interpretations and criticisms on the part of Epicureans and Stoics. This defense of Platonism was of vital importance for Platonism at Plutarch's time, since both Stoicism and Epicureanism were still thriving, mainly in virtue of their ethics. Plutarch wanted to show that Stoic and Epicurean ethics rest on mistaken assumptions about human nature and reality, which render their ethical doctrines useless.”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ibid.] 

Plutarch was in support of Pluto’s ideas and his philosophy and believed that any different result to the same questions that Plato asked would end up being self-contradicting and for this reason his philosophical works had polemical content.
Plutarch’s ‘On the Obsolescence of Oracles’
Plutarch’s work, On the Obsolescence of Oracles, is a part of Plutarch’s Moralia, which is a selection of eleven ethical texts, that have been preserved in the 14th century. The term ‘moralia’ could be considered misleading as not all of the texts belong into the ethical field but also to fields such as theology, psychology, natural philosophy, logic, and others. In this particular work, Plutarch focuses on the reason why most of the oracles in Greece no longer function. His text is quite long, for the answer he gives, the reason for this is the fact he speaks about many different things that do not directly correlate to the main question of the text. Even Frank Babbitt states that: “Plutarch’s thought is not always necessarily so logical as the editors would make it.”[footnoteRef:13] His works dwells into topics such as astronomy, geometry, information about Britan and the East, and detailed discussion about daimones or beings similar to demi-gods, which he describes as the beings responsible for delivering messages from gods to people through the oracles. The main role of the text, however, remains to be the examination of divination and its context within ancient Greek society. He describes both how the oracles function and the reason for their cessation.  [13:  Plutarch, and Frank Cole Babbitt. 1936. Moralia. Volume V, pp. 349.] 

Plutarch describes the oracles as a way of gods communicating with the people who seek their insight on the things that they are dealing with it in their human lives. People seek their advice because there are certain things that are only known to the gods.[footnoteRef:14] He continues to occasionally describe the specific ways oracles functions. His descriptions are scattered throughout the text and often are not directly linked to question of cessation of the oracles, rather it describes specific instances of when the people come into contact with a statement from the gods. An example of this is when Plutarch talks about how an oracle directed people to find the place of Apollo’s birth. The oracles stated that the place would be shown to them by a crow, in the end it was shown to them by a woman named ‘Crow’.[footnoteRef:15] This shows the readers one of the ways the oracles function, the way they present their statements. Although he does not give the reader any consistent guide about how the oracles function, he mentions parts relevant to this topic throughout his work. There are many other examples of statements or functions of oracles that he gives which demonstrate his belief in them and faith in the gods. [14:  Ibid, 351.]  [15:  Ibid, 365.] 

During his discussion Plutarch gives multiple reasons as to why the number of oracles grew smaller all over Greece. One of the reasons is the decline of population; if there are not enough people to seek the oracles. Therefore logically, there will not be as much demand for the services of the oracles as during times when the population is greater.[footnoteRef:16] Plutarch states that: [16:  Ibid, 373.] 

“… Greece has far more than its share in the general depopulation which the earlier discords and was have wrought throughout practically the inhabited earth, and that to-day the whole of Greece would hardly muster three thousand men-at-arms, which is the number that the one city of Megarians sent forth to Plataeae (for the god’s abandoning of many oracles is nothing other than his way of substantiating the desolation of Greece) …”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ibid, 373.] 

He continues by explain that although the number of prophetic priestesses at Delphi has lowered, there seems to be no complaint about the efficiency of the services provided. Plutarch assumes that one of the possible reasons for the lack of demand is the depopulation of Greece.[footnoteRef:18] Skepticism rational thinking of the population is also a sort of an explanation that is weaved throughout Plutarch’s argumentation. Through theological lenses, the text seems to suggest that the people of ancient Greece began to question the reliability of the supernatural prediction and explanation and began to distance themselves from the belief in the oracles. With critical thinking on the rise, the predictions and statements of the oracles became less significant in the lives of the people. One way or another, Plutarch attributes the decline of the oracles to the internal changes within the ancient Greek society.  [18:  Ibid, 375] 

Arguments for Divination in Plutarch’s on the Obsolescence of Oracles
Although Plutarch agrees that there are less oracles and less demand for their services than there used to be in the past, he never puts the oracles or the works of gods at fault. He always blames external factors within the general population of ancient Greece. In his work, Plutarch states that:
“… my contention is that no prophetic shrine or oracles is ever abolished by the instrumentality of the god. He creates and provides many other things for us, and upon some of these Nature brings destruction and disintegration ; or rather, the matter composing of them, being itself a force for disintegration, often reverts rapidly to its earlier state and causes the dissolution of what was created by the more potent instrumentality ; and it is in this way, I think, that in the next period there dimming and abolitions of the prophetic agencies ; for whole the god gives many fair things to mankind, he gives nothing imperishable, so that, as Sophocles puts it, ‘the works of gods may die, but not the gods.’”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Ibid, 374-375] 

This statement suggests the fault ultimately cannot fall from the gods, but from the nature of the world itself and the humans within it. He points out that change within nature, which includes the nature of people, is the reason for the disappearance of the oracles. The change of societal needs and the thinning of the population remain the most potent reasons for him to explain the lesser number of oracles in the world. 
Overall, Plutarch has a positive attitude towards divination, especially considering the fact that he was personally involved with the oracle at Delphi, where he spent most of his life. This suggest that divination plays an important role when it comes to cultural heritage and tradition, which Plutarch is aware of. He views divination, especially the usage of oracles positively, he sees them as a good way to communicate with higher beings, mainly because he is aware that the knowledge of humans is limited comparted to the one of the gods. For that reason, it becomes natural, to seek advice from being that are more knowledgeable. Through out his essay, he mentions examples of how unlikely things prove the reliability of oracles, natural signs that prove the reliability of the predictions and statements, such as when simple village girls begin to use sophisticated poetic language when operating as oracles and conveying the messages of the gods. Naturally, if Plutarch is convinced that the gods are not at fault, he considers their instruments, the oracles, to be functioning, and if they are not functioning then it is different outside factors making them fail.
Plutarch’s Legacy
Thanks to his defense of Plato, a lot of his essay were further used to influence later Platonism. For example, Plutarch’s interpretation of Plato’s Timaeus made such an impact, his reviews were adapted and used by Atticus, although it experienced some negative feed back from other later Platonists as well. His other essays we also discussed, they were either accepted and further developed or criticized, by philosophers of later ages.[footnoteRef:20] It is safe to say that Plutarch made an impact when it comes to history of philosophy, and mainly thoughts connected to Plato. [20:  Karamanolis, George. 2020. ‘Plutarch’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta ] 

Conclusion
To conclude, Plutarch’s ‘On the Obsolescence of Oracles’ is an essay that researches the reason why the numbers of oracles across of ancient Greece has lowered. Along the way of answering this question, Plutarch ponders about multiple different topics that either relate to divination and oracles closely or he debates about things that are further from it, yet still incredibly interesting. Throughout his work he is capable of giving the reader insight on how divination and oracles in ancient Greece worked from an inside perspective, as he was closely related to the oracle at Delphi. He ends up blaming the falling Greek population for the cessation of oracles across the country. The reasoning behind his conclusion is quite simple; if there is no demand (due to lack of population), there are no goods or services. It is important to note that he never blames the gods or the quality of the oracles, but the deteriorating Greek population.
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