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This essay critically reviews Marcus Tulius Cicero’s dialogue On Divination[footnoteRef:1].   [1:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923.] 

Cicero lived between 106BCE and 43BCE, during which time he recruited followers and achieved status as a highly educated, respected lawyer, philosopher, politician, orator, and published writer, earning him the extremely senior positions in government.  
This dialogue was created between 45-44BCE within the political framework of the dictatorship of Julius Caesar, the assassination of Julius Caesar in March 44 BCE, and the rise of the Second Triumvirate; with Octavian, Mark Anthony and Lepidus seeking to calm the country, stabilise the Roman Republic, and restore it to pre-dictatorship status and reputation,       
In his introduction to Selected Letters[footnoteRef:2] Shackleton Bailey positions the works of Cicero pertaining to the gods as part of the wider late Roman Republican attempts of the time to make more sense of their world, whether it be in terms of history, politics, the gods, or divination.  This is a fitting descriptor for “On Divination”[footnoteRef:3] where Cicero uses the dialogic format to provide a detailed examination of the subject matter. [2:  (Cicero 1986)]  [3:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923.
] 

Although, this dialogue was published in the final year of Cicero’s life, when he was eventually assassinated by the leaders of the Second Triumvirate, Cicero’s ongoing work rate in terms of publications, seems to suggest that, as Beard[endnoteRef:1] notes; that as a skilled professional orator and philosopher, at a time when your overall success and position in Rome could depend on the quality of your philosophical oratory skills, Cicero was keen to continue to publish his thoughts and works, [1:  ] 

Shackleton Bailey[footnoteRef:4] notes that Cicero turned to Philosophy between 46-44BCE, and that although “without any pretentions to original thought”[footnoteRef:5] he began to translate into Latin the thoughts of the Greek philosophers he had studied in his youth, but that the works Cicero produced during this period “have made a greater impact on the minds of men to come than perhaps any other secular writings of antiquity.”[footnoteRef:6] [4:  (Cicero 1986)]  [5:  (Cicero 1986) p14]  [6:  (Cicero 1986) p14] 

Cicero had not been born to one of the typical aristocratic classes of the time, so Cicero’s position in society was due largely to his societal and published reputation.  Therefore, perhaps Cicero was seeking to keep publishing his pieces, as his continued popularity might have provided some protection for him in the turbulent months after Caesar’s assassination.  Perhaps Cicero hoped that if he kept going as he had, he would be safe from Caesar’s enemies moving forward; loved by the people, admired by the intellectuals, and thereby perhaps untouchable.
Apart, from any objective of keeping his relevance and followers within society, this dialogue formed a follow-up to his previously published dialogue on the importance of the gods(Treatises of M.T. Cicero : On the nature of the gods ; On divination ; On fate ; On the republic ; On the laws ; and On standing for the consulship). Cicero’s dialogue examines the validity or otherwise of a belief in divination using the formalized model of a philosophical dialogue between Cicero and the voice of his brother Quintus.  The purpose of utilizing the dialogue format was to facilitate and support a thorough a critical enquiry, where a question was asked; in this case regarding the validity of divination, and that at least two proponents examine the question in detail.  The intentional result of this form of critical enquiry was to undertake a detailed debate of the question, whilst leaving the reader to determine the validity of each argument and to eventually form their own conclusion.   Beard describes this as an example of “Hellenistic, philosophical argumentation.”[footnoteRef:7] This then was a deliberate intention to utilize a recognized philosophical debating tool, with an understood expectation of the reader to form their own conclusions.  [7: (Beard 1986)] 

The dialogue is in two parts, the first being the dialogue of Quintus, who champions the validity of some forms of divination from the position of a Stoic.  Quintus’ position is then answered point by point in book 2 of the dialogue by Cicero, using the position of a Sceptic.  Finally, the protagonists conclude without further arguing for a winning conclusion.  Cicero’s dialogue was clearly intended for publication.  This, and other works by Cicero were not internal musings, they were carefully researched, carefully written, and deliberately published for an intended effect.   
However, it is unclear what size that target audience would have been, or indeed, a realistic idea of what percentage of the population of Rome could or write.  Harris suggests that only approx. 20% of the population were likely to have been literate at the time of Cicero’s publication.  This feels congruent with the complexity of the arguments contained within, suggesting that Cicero’s target market for publication was not just anyone who could read, but rather, a subset of those, who would have been receptive to his particular style and argument.  
Considering, that in the absence of any form of printing press, initial copies would have been hand copied, and then onward copied to those willing to pay for Cicero’s words, the market is realistically likely to have been very select and limited.   Whilst there is a nuance that possibly Cicero’s ostensible criticism of  divination, particularly when utilised by the state, might be a contributory factor in his swift assassination, and even though Beard is at pains to note that Cicero does not necessarily say what he believes to be the case in terms of divination, it is possible that those reading his words, linked with their potential interpretation that he was criticising the unstable Roman Republican model, with its traditional reliance on divination, may have encouraged his assassination in an attempt to stifle opposition to the traditional beliefs.   
Perhaps considering the political importance of being a famous published author at the time, and the political and societal kudos that brought to the author, the dialogue on divination, was purely a targeted exercise in providing work appealing to the highly educated, and highly political ruling class of the time, perhaps in an attempt to further Cicero’s own cause Celebre.   It should be noted that whilst some scholars have argued for a higher percentage of the Roman population literate, this is based largely on the evidence for graffiti, and being able to read that the Gladiator was “great” does not tie in with an audience for Cicero’s dialogue on divination.   
On Divination[footnoteRef:8] uses a formulaic dialogical structure to discuss the validity of a belief in divination within the late Roman Republic and throughout the world.  Within Book 1, the voice of Quintus utilises the Stoic position within the discourse to argue for divination, citing multiple examples from varying nations, including Greece and Rome, to show the importance, relevance, and invariable successful use of divination as a skill valued and utilised by key states.  It is interesting to note that the debate is kept at a higher level, discussing the beliefs and practices of states and countries, rather than noting the likely huge numbers of “local superstitions” which would have been prevalent at the time.    [8: ] 

However, Book 2 of the dialogue allows the voice of Cicero to examine each of the examples offered by Quintus as proof divination, and to seek to disprove them, whether it be through discussion of the changing efficacy of particular forms of divination based on the geographical features of the areas discussed, or through a discussion regarding the changing will of the gods based on the type of animal used for augury.   Cicero adopts the style of a legal advocate within this section, operating a point by point rebuttal without the cross examination. Crook suggests[footnoteRef:9] that it is invalid to consider that Cicero personally believed in the position he advocated in book 2, and uses Cicero’s own quotation “ I am called in to say not what constitutes my own opinion, but what arises from the circumstances of the case[footnoteRef:10]”.   On Divination[footnoteRef:11] is a published “argument” discussing the validity of divination as a tool in the determination of their actions in the world stage. [9:  (Crook 1995) p140]  [10:  M.Kalman, A Guide to Critical Legal Studies, Harvard, 1987.]  [11:   Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923.] 

Hornblower and Spawforth[footnoteRef:12], note that Cicero experimented with a number of dialogical forms between CE 46-44 but seem to conclude that the dialogue is written in the form of an altercatio[footnoteRef:13] although, they note that there are elements of the adversarial style which show the adversarial methodology of (in ultramque partem)  thus allowing for more of a forensic examination by Marcus of the points raised by Quintus, than perhaps would have been realistic in a discussion or indeed a courtroom.    This literary tool allows Marcus sufficient argument space to seek to reduce much of Quintus’ statements to absurdity.                                                                                                                                                                                                                [12:  ("The Oxford Classical Dictionary"  2003) p462]  [13:  ("The Oxford Classical Dictionary"  2003) p462] 

Whilst the style, with it’s extraordinary strengths of depth and granularity, its insight into Stoic and Sceptic attitudes of the time, and  it’s unparalleled insight into the practices of divination in the ancient world is unparalleled, the weakness in terms of lack of cross examination and counter enquiry is important,  with the net effect seeming unsatisfying.  
Where book one, seems an easy flowing, informative read in terms of Quintus’ view of the successful application of divination, book 2, becomes a more difficult read, as Marcus appears keen to rebut every point previously raised, whether the point be large or small.  Whilst the overall aim of the piece is to provide an in-depth analysis for and against a problem, I felt that occasionally, Marcus would engage with certain points to such an extent, that they were to be disproved by something as small as the particular word chosen by Quintus in his statements, rather than Marcus demonstrating a solid rebuttal of the point as a whole.   
Marcus’ reply in book 2, feels more like an exercise in proving an expertise in rhetorical argument, rather than two brothers debating a point.  I feel in this way, the stylisation of the dialogue severely limits what could otherwise be a more interesting and satisfying debate.  Similarly, the granularity of the detail challenged by Cicero is astonishing, if it were to genuinely describe a debate by brothers, as Marcus would have needed to have written down every word uttered by his brother, to have close knowledge of every example offered by Marcus, and to be ready with long prepared counter arguments.  It feels unsatisfying that such a cleverly constructed dialogue does not allow a cross examination of the Marcus position, but only that of Quintus, as it appears easier to cross examine and theoretically prove wrong, rather than to make a statement and to prove right.  It feels unbalanced and unsatisfying. 
As a modern reader, I felt that the joy of discovery of detail within book 1, was not validated by the arguments in book 2.  Rather that the historical reflection from book 1 was somewhat lost within the determination of book 2 to disprove through forensic argument, rather than taking an overall theological view, that as Marcus believed in the gods, that he could stretch that belief to include one of divine will and intent in terms of interaction with mankind.   It is certainly true that the belief in Roman gods, including the emperor cult persisted for hundreds of years, even into the 4th Century CE.
Does the dialogue even tell us what Marcus’ position on divination may be?  Seemingly not, as Beard contests that Marcus’ position in Divination, does not really show us what he believed, as his previous book ‘On the Nature of the gods’ he seems to hold a different position where he after narrating a debate between a Stoic, Epicurian and Sceptical position, he confirms that he felt that the position of the Stoic was likely the strongest, “While I thought those of Balbus to be truer.”[endnoteRef:2] [2:  (Cicero 1933) p383.] 

In terms of a discussion of the fundamental concepts of divination, the dialogue addresses key concepts using the Stoicism driven approach of Quintus, which is then contrasted with the more sceptical approach of Marcus.  Quintus argues that divinitation is enabled by the gods, has been used throughout the world for centuries, and that the continuing use and belief, is driven by its high success rate. He notes that it is practiced within the Roman Empire. Succinctly, if we see it, and it works, then it must be true.  Whereas Marcus’ view is that whilst he doesn’t state explicitly that he doesn’t believe in the gods; he does use his logic to pick apart the validity of the will of the gods in what may be mere random acts. This approach is congruent with Cicero’s previous work On the Nature of gods(Cicero 1933), written in 45BCE, and considered to be part one of Cicero’s two part examination of divinity.   His whole argument seems to be about the stupidity of countries to place so much trust in divination.  He does not however rail against the stupidity of the individual practitioner, just that of a state sponsored neurosis.  
Turning to the use of ancient sources for their dialogue, both Quintus and Marcus appear to reference a whole (ancient) world’s commonly shared knowledge in terms of their reference material.  As well educated members of the Roman Republic, both would have been educated in terms of Ancient Greek myths, religion and history, and also presumably in terms of the histories of ancient people’s touched or understood by Romans at that time.  This would have included at least the Greek understanding of the history Europe; the Near East, the Mediterranean the Levant, Egypt, and part of India, plus knowledge of North African divinatory beliefs.  However, it seems that the behaviours noted by both brothers are quoted as well-known beliefs from those countries rather than citing a specific source.  That is not to disparage the historical insight, as many such beliefs, with their particular nuances would perhaps have been lost without Cicero’s dialogue.
The greatest strength of the text, is both its detailed description of the use of divination in the ancient world, but also its use of the Stoic and Sceptic viewpoints of the time to position their statements of viewpoint and validity.   The greatest weakness of the dialogue is that by adhering to the structural constraints of format, it prevents any real debate between the two protagonists, and disallows the “Yes buts?” which could have added so much more in terms of a forensic examination. 
There is no conclusion to the debate between Cicero and Quintus, with both parties laying out their case without cross-examination of the points raised by the other and then simply walking away. In the same way, it is difficult to conclude that On Divination[footnoteRef:14] hastened the assassinations of Cicero and Quintus on the orders of Mark Anthony as the Second Triumvirate sought to steady the Roman Republic after the assassination of Julius Caesar.   [14:  Cicero, Marcus Tullius, and William Armistead Falconer. 1923. De senectute De amicitia ; De divinatione (Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA).
] 

Whilst there is no direct criticism of the leaders within the dialogue, and whilst it uses what was a standard philosophical debating tool of the time, the dialogue does criticise the absurdity of the traditionally utilised art of divination.  Was it that it was written with unfortunate timing in view of the recent changes of power in Rome?  Was it that anything which challenged the Triumvirate as it sought to re-establish Roman values, could be considered a threat?  Was it that Cicero had written sufficiently critical work previously, that he was a likely target? Or was it simply that as an ex-ally of Caesar, and someone who was highly admired, and therefore someone who was politically dangerous, that it was simply the wrong time for Cicero to draw attention to himself?






Bibliography
Primary Sources
Cicero, Marcus . 1933. On the Nature of the Gods. Academics. (Harvard University Press 1933: Cambridge, MA).

Cicero, Marcus Tullius, and P. G. Walsh. "Cicero : the nature of the gods." In Oxford world's classics, 1 online resource.
Cicero, Marcus Tullius, and D. Wardle. "Cicero on divination : de divinatione. Book 1." In Clarendon ancient history series, 1 online resource.


Secondary Sources

Beard, M. 1986. 'Cicero and Divination: the Formation of a Latin Discourse', The Journal of Roman studies, 76: 33-46. 1986. Selected Letters (Penguin Classics: London).

Crook, J.A. 1995. Legal Advocacy in the Roman World (Cornell University Press: New York).
"The Oxford Classical Dictionary." In. 2003. edited by Simon Hornblower and Antony Spawforth. New York: Oxford University Press.

Treatises of M.T. Cicero : On the nature of the gods ; On divination ; On fate ; On the republic ; On the laws ; and On standing for the consulship.  (London : H.G. Bohn).
"The Oxford Classical Dictionary." In. 2003. The Oxford Classical Dictionary, edited by Hornblower S and Spawforth A. New York: Oxford University Press Inc.
Andrew, Christopher M. 2018. The secret world : a history of intelligence (Yale University Press: New Haven, Connecticut).
Beard, Mary. 1986. 'Cicero and Divination: the Formation of a Latin Discourse', The Journal of Roman studies, 76: 33-46.
Beerden, Kim. 2013. Worlds full of signs : ancient Greek divination in context (Brill: Leiden ; Boston).
Cabrera, Frank. 2020. 'Evidence and explanation in Cicero's On Divination', Studies in history and philosophy of science. Part A, 82: 34-43.
Treatises of M.T. Cicero : On the nature of the gods ; On divination ; On fate ; On the republic ; On the laws ; and On standing for the consulship.  (London : H.G. Bohn).
Cicero, Marcus Tullius. 1933. On the Nature of the Gods. Academics. (Harvard University Press 1933: Cambridge, MA).
———. 1986. Selected Letters (Penguin Classics: London).
Cicero, Marcus Tullius, Mary S. R. Burns, and Scottish Classics Group. 2002. Introducing Cicero : a selection of passages from the writings of Marcus Tullius Cicero, with notes on his life and times (Bristol Classical Press: London).
Cicero, Marcus Tullius, and Marcus Tullius Cicero. 1891. Cicero's Tusculian disputations; also, treatises on the nature of the gods, and on the commonwealth (Harper: New York,).
Cicero, Marcus Tullius, Marcus Tullius Cicero, Marcus Tullius Cicero, Marcus Tullius Cicero, Marcus Tullius Cicero, Marcus Tullius Cicero, Marcus Tullius Cicero, William Armistead Falconer, and Harvard University. Press. 2014. "De senectute De amicitia ; De divinatione." In Loeb Classical Library 154, 1 online resource. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,.
Cicero, Marcus Tullius, and Thomas Francklin. 1829. Of the nature of the gods, in three books (D.A. Talboys: Oxford,).
Cicero, Marcus Tullius, and Hubert McNeill Poteat. 1950. Brutus. On the nature of the gods. On divination. On duties (University of Chicago Press: Chicago,).
Cicero, Marcus Tullius, and Friedrich Richter. 1884. Ciceros Divination in Q. Caecilium (B. G. Teubner: Leipzig). 
Crook, J.A. 1995. Legal Advocacy in the Roman World (Cornell University Press: New York).
Dan-El Padilla, Peralta. 2018. 'Ecology, Epistemology, and Divination in Cicero De Divinatione 1.90–94', Arethusa, 51: 237-67.
Effros, Bonnie, and Isabel Moreira. 2020. "The Oxford handbook of the Merovingian world." In, 1 online resource (1056 pages). New York: Oxford University Press.
Evans, Richard J. 2017. "Prophets and profits : ancient divination and its reception." In, 1 online resource (297 pages). New York: Routledge,.
Ferguson, Kitty Chisholm & John. 1989. Rome.  The Augustan Age (Oxford University Press: New York).
Fox, Matthew. 2007. Cicero's Philosophy of History (Oxford University Press).
Fuchs, Martin, Martin Fuchs, Antje Linkenbach, Martin Mulsow, Bernd-Christian Otto, Rahul Bjørn Parson, Jörg Rüpke, and Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG). 2020. Religious Individualisation : Historical Dimensions and Comparative Perspectives (Walter de Gruyter GmbH De Gruyter: Berlin/Boston Berlin ; Boston).
Goodman, Martin. 1997. The Roman World (Routledge: London).
Harland, Philip A., and Canadian Corporation for Studies in Religion. 2011. Travel and religion in antiquity (Wilfrid Laurier University Press: [Waterloo, Ont.]).
Harris, William V. 2009. Ancient Literacy (Harvard University Press).
Horstmanshoff, H. F. J., Marten Stol, and C. R. van Tilburg. 2004. Magic and rationality in ancient Near Eastern and Graeco-Roman medicine (Brill: Leiden ; Boston).
Johnston, Sarah Iles, Peter T. Struck, and ProQuest (Firm). 2005. "Mantikê studies in ancient divination." In, 322 p. Leiden ; Boston: Brill.
Manuwald, Gesine. 2007. Cicero Phippics 3-9 (Berlin).
Pauline, Ripat. 2006. 'Roman Omens, Roman Audiences, and Roman History', Greece & Rome, 53: 155-74.
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