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A Critical Analysis of Cicero’s Arguments Against Divination

Historically, in ancient Greece and Rome, divination was used for a variety of purposes. Whether to connect with the divine or to determine the best course of action in everyday life, the practice of divination was widespread in classical antiquity and soon became a topic of analysis for contemporary philosophers. Of these philosophical analyses, Cicero’s De Divinatione has drawn disagreement amongst modern scholars, largely as a result of its dramatic turn from the beliefs espoused in the author’s previous works. While some scholars maintain that De Divinatione represents Cicero’s true beliefs regarding divination and should be considered in higher magnitude than those published before, the following critical analysis argues Cicero’s shift against divination should be considered an attack formed with a specific political goal— rather than a mere discourse on divination reflecting a rejection of former theological beliefs. 
	Following De natura deorum (‘On the nature of the gods’) and preceding De fato (‘On fate’), De Divinatione was written between 45 and 44 BC as the second in a trilogy of treatises discussing religious and theological matters.[footnoteRef:1]  It is a philosophical debate in dialogue form, held between Marcus and his brother Quintus, who examine the topic of divination. Throughout Book I, Quintus essentially defends the practice of divination using Stoic beliefs and experiential anecdotes aligning with the Stoic form of philosophical presentation. In Book II, however, Marcus then attacks the points presented by Quintus in a seeming polemic against divination, soothsayers, and Stoic conceptions of the cosmos, ultimately questioning – and rejecting - divination’s existence, utility, and place within Roman society.  [1:  Federico Santangelo, Divination, Prediction and the End of the Roman Republic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 10. ] 

In Book I, Quintus defines divination as ‘the foreknowledge and foretelling of events that occur by chance’.[footnoteRef:2] Whether intentional or not, by using this definition as the basis of the dialogue, Cicero ignores the element of the divine inherent in the word’s etymology. This usage enables Cicero to immediately limit divination to a shallow form of fortune telling— as opposed to a means of communicating with the gods. In Book I,  Quintus also proposes a working mechanism for divination, stating: ‘All things happen by Fate… Things which are to be do not suddenly spring into existence, but the evolution of time is like the unwinding of a cable: it creates nothing new and only unfolds each event in its order.’[footnoteRef:3] Cicero’s limited definition of divination, alongside Quintus’s allocation of fate as the mechanism that makes divination possible, ultimately sets the stage for Marcus’s rebuttal of divinatory practice in Book II, where he states:  [2:  Cicero, De Divinatione, trans. by W.A. Falconer, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923), II, v, p. 385.]  [3:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I, lvi, p. 363. ] 

‘If it is impossible to foresee things that happen by chance because they are uncertain, there is no such thing as divination; if, on the contrary, they can be foreseen because they are preordained by Fate, still there is no such thing as divination, which, by your definition, deals with “things that happen by chance.”’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, x, p. 399.  ] 

Even with an allowance for this incomplete definition of divination, this dichotomy between fate and chance, taken as a manner of swiftly disproving divinatory arts, ultimately does not stand up. In fact, as will be demonstrated, many of Marcus’s arguments fail to be all-encompassing— especially in considering his categorization of astrology and dream interpretation, in particular. However, separating the divine from considered topics becomes a theme for Marcus, who quickly shatters the Stoic interdependence between the existence of god and divination in Book I, by plainly stating: ‘It is possible that nature gives signs of future events without the intervention of a god, and it may be that there are gods without their having conferred any power of divination upon men.’[footnoteRef:5] This statement suggests that, for Marcus, even if divinatory predictions are to be considered valid, this validity cannot be taken as proof of the gods. Breaking this interdependence allows Marcus to question the legitimacy of divination while maintaining the divine existence of the gods, a point which will be discussed further on.  [5:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I, vi, p. 235. ] 

In Book II, Marcus begins his formal response by addressing general soothsaying, stating the practice ‘should be cultivated from reasons of political expediency and in order that we may have a state religion.’[footnoteRef:6] He then, however, mocks Quintus’s assertion that soothsayers have assimilated their craft through centuries of extended observation.[footnoteRef:7] For Marcus, ‘skilled’ professions such as medicine and navigation, despite making predictions based on chance, do not fall into the realm of divinatory practices because their topics of study are readily observable. He extends this argument to conjectural forms of divination, such as haruspicy, divination through lightning, and portents, questioning how diviners could have empirically constructed their practice when their topics of study - such as lightning bolts and rare omens - present themselves randomly and without consistency.[footnoteRef:8] Marcus emphasizes this point by stating: ‘There is, then, no statement less worthy of a natural philosopher than that anything can be foretold with certainty by uncertain signs.’[footnoteRef:9] However, this is an instance where astrology cannot be so easily categorized.  [6:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, xii, p. 401.]  [7:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, xii, p. 401.]  [8:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, xviii, p. 417.]  [9:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, xix, pp. 417-419.] 

Astrology, a practice which falls into the realms of conjectural soothsaying, consists of observing and interpreting the movement and position of the planets. These movements can be considered anything but uncertain, being subject to regular, observable patterns calculated by the Babylonians in the 4th century BCE.[footnoteRef:10] By comparing soothsaying to medicine and navigation, Marcus reaffirms their similarity, considering them both stochastic arts, subject to human failure and error. In attempting to create a distinction between these practices, however, Marcus creates an inaccurate dichotomy, conveniently ignoring that many doctors in the Late Republic combined forms of divinatory arts with their practice. In fact, in Power and Knowledge: Astrology, Physiognomics, and Medicine Under the Roman Empire, author Tamsyn Barton describes iatromathematics as one of the most popular uses of astrology in the Roman Empire, noting doctors of this time could increase their clientele by adding this type of medical astrology to their repertoire.[footnoteRef:11] Indeed, Roman folk medicine was not what we recognize as medicine today but was rife with customs, magic, and rituals.[footnoteRef:12]   [10: James H. Holden, A History of Horoscopic Astrology (American Federation of Astrologers, Inc., 2013), p. 4.  ]  [11:  Tamsyn S. Barton, Power and Knowledge: Astrology, Physiognomics, and Medicine under the Roman Empire (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1994), p. 179. ]  [12:  Thomas Clifford Allbutt, ‘The Fitzpatrick Lectures on Greek Medicine in Rome,’ The British Medical Journal, 2-251 (1909), p. 1599. ] 

Marcus’s treatment of auspices is particularly meaningful considering Cicero was a celebrated augur, known to observe the the sky for divine messages and interpret the pecking of holy chickens. [footnoteRef:13] In Book II, however, Marcus states that the Roman ancestors were incorrect in their belief that the flight of birds could predict the future.[footnoteRef:14] He asserts this modern form of augury is still maintained strictly out of the ‘respect for the opinion of the masses and because of the service to the State.’[footnoteRef:15] Like the defining of divination, this statement marks another instance of Cicero removing the integral element of the divine from the topic being considered. In fact, Marcus notes: ‘How can anything be divine about an auspice so forced and extorted?’[footnoteRef:16]  This is also the second occurrence during the dialogue in which, despite criticizing the validity and utility of soothsaying in general, Marcus encourages the use of certain divinatory practices while restricting them to the political sphere for the purposes of maintaining state religion and political expediency.  [13:  Eli Edward Burriss, ‘Cicero’s Religious Unbelief,’ The Classical Journal, 17-3 (1924), p. 101.]  [14:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, xxxiii, p. 451.]  [15:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, xxxiii, p. 451.]  [16:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, xxxv, p. 453. ] 

In considering astrology, Marcus attempts to undermine its rationale by using the fated horoscope argument in questioning how all people born at the same time do not live identical lives. However, he unintentionally answers his own question, noting ‘horizons vary without limit according to the spectator,’ and that people born at the same time enter the world under vastly different skies.[footnoteRef:17] This concept seems to clearly align with the theoretical foundation for the astrological ascendant, which marks the horizon based on the time and place of birth. The ascendant and celestial houses would have been in use during Cicero’s time period, with James Holden, author of A History of Horoscopic Astrology, dating their incorporation into astrological practice to the 3rd and 2nd Centuries.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, xliv, p. 475.]  [18:  Holden, Horoscopic Astrology, pp. 12-14. ] 

Marcus goes on to note a multitude of inaccurate predictions which he believes disprove astrological practice. However, these inaccuracies had already been pre-addressed by Quintus, who originally compared astrology to medicine and navigation in Book I and stated all conjectural art forms depend on inference and are therefore subject to human error: ‘Then, did the fact that so many illustrious captains and kings suffered shipwreck deprive navigation of its right to be called an art?’ he asked.[footnoteRef:19]   [19:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I, xiv, p. 253.] 

In Book I, Quintus defined dream divination and inspired prophecies as forms of natural divination. This categorization is held in higher esteem than the forms of soothsaying previously discussed, with natural divinatory practices being strictly based in nature and not requiring interpretation through conjectural and artistic means.[footnoteRef:20] In response, Marcus argues there is no proof gods have a kind disposition towards humans— and if they did, providing foreknowledge of the future would be more detrimental than beneficial to humankind.  [20:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I, vi, p. 235. ] 

In considering the capacity of the gods to know the future, Marcus breaks his previously established dichotomy between fate and chance by stating: ‘It is not true that the gods cannot know the future.” But their ability to know is denied by those who maintain that it is not certain what the future will be.’[footnoteRef:21] Throughout the text, Marcus seems to be a proponent of chance over fate, attributing accurate divinatory predictions to chance and luck while simultaneously maintaining that nothing that occurs by chance can truly be predicted. In this statement, however, the existence of chance negates the possibility of the gods knowing the fated future. Is the world fated and only ‘denied’ by those who maintain it is uncertain? In which case, predictions would be possible, albeit not conforming to Cicero’s definition of divination which describes the foreknowledge of things that occur by chance. Or is every action simply an unpredictable collection of chance capable of undermining even the infinite knowledge of the gods? This statement blurs the boundaries between fate and chance and between religion and divination, ultimately weakening the dichotomies that Marcus has been attempting to make.  [21:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, li, p. 489. ] 

Marcus’s self-proclaimed quest for truth takes a polemical air in addressing dream incubation and dream interpreters: ‘Even if it were possible to draw trustworthy inferences from dreams, it could not be done by those who profess to have that power; for their fraternity is composed of the most shallow and the most ignorant of men.’[footnoteRef:22] He questions what differentiates prophetic dreams from those bearing no truth. This is another instance of Marcus answering his own question, however, for he acknowledges that Pythagoras and Plato ‘who are most respectable authorities, bid us, if we would have trustworthy dreams, to prepare for sleep by following a prescribed course in conduct and in eating.’[footnoteRef:23] He presents no rational argument to the notion of purification, providing only ridicule in response. He then compares dreams to the e then ‘delusions of drunk or crazy men’ in another attempt to present rational thinking as a higher form of obtaining knowledge.[footnoteRef:24] This comparison does not align with the beliefs of The Academy, however, for in Phaedrus, Plato plainly stated: ‘In proportion as prophecy is superior to augury, both in name and in fact, in the same proportion madness which comes from god, is superior to sanity, which is of human origin…’[footnoteRef:25]  [22:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, lxii, p. 517.]  [23:  Cicero, De Divinatione¸II, lviii, p. 505. ]  [24:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, lix, p. 507. ]  [25:  Plato, Phaedrus, trans. by Harold North Falconer, Loeb Classical Library, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1914), 244d2-6.] 

For Marcus, dreams are nothing more than simple remnants of our waking thoughts.[footnoteRef:26] Because they do not originate from God and are not subject to the laws of nature, they cannot be considered divinatory or reliable.[footnoteRef:27] However, by removing dreams from the laws of nature, he places them into the realm of chance. If divination is the foretelling of events that occur by chance, and inaccurate predictions have already been pre-addressed as the result of unskilled practitioners, dream interpretation does fit into the definition of divination Quintus provided. In fact, removing the divine as the cause of dreams further aligns dream interpretation with the limited definition of divination being used. [26:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, lxvii, p. 527.]  [27:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, lxxi, p. 535. ] 

Thus far, it should be clear that De Divinatione presents multiple examples of Cicero removing the divine from the concepts at hand. This is shown alongside a deepening presentation of dichotomies— mainly fate versus chance and traditional state religion versus divination. Marcus is quite clear that some forms of divination, mainly those utilized in roman state religion such as haruspicy and augury, should be maintained for political purposes, but superstitious beliefs behind them should be expelled. In his analysis, Robert Goar states Cicero only intended this expelling of superstition to be aimed at the upper and middle classes, that as a politician, he was much too aware of the political benefits of divination to wish the masses to be educated on this topic.[footnoteRef:28]   [28:  Robert J. Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association (The John Hopkins University Press, 1968), 99, p. 248.] 

Jerzy Linderski explains that Cicero was knowledgeable regarding the complex, political connection between divination, the belief in gods, and the rule of the nobility.[footnoteRef:29] He even goes so far as to state that ‘in Rome, the fight for political power was also a fight for control over the gods.’[footnoteRef:30]  For roughly twenty years prior to the writing of De Divinatione, a revolution had transformed the political landscape of Rome.[footnoteRef:31] Cicero’s legacy is as one of the greatest supporters of the Republic, and it’s been noted that the friendship between he and Caesar was likely borne out of necessity.[footnoteRef:32]  [29:  Jerzy Linderski, ‘Cicero and Roman Divination,’ La Parola del Passato, 37-202 (1982), p. 16]  [30:  Linderski, Cicero and Roman Divination, p. 36.]  [31:  Arnaldo Momigliano, ‘The Theological Efforts of the Roman Upper Classes in the First Century B.C.,’ Classical Philology, 79-3 (1984), p. 199.]  [32:  Adam L. Parison, ‘Cicero and Caesar: A Turbulent Amicitia’ (unpublished graduate thesis, East Carolina University, 2014) <http://thescholarship.ecu.edu/bitstream/handle/10342/4555/Parison_ecu_0600O_11224.pdf>] 

In his rise to power, Caesar had exploited religion. He had claimed he was descended from gods and had served as a boy-priest but was also known to discard aspects of religion that did not fit with his political goals.[footnoteRef:33] Clodius had also destroyed Cicero’s home to consecrate a shrine in its place, leaving Cicero ultimately questioning the legal and religious justifications behind this decision.[footnoteRef:34]  [33:  Eli Edward Burriss, ‘Cicero and the Religion of His Day,’ The Classical Journal, 21-7 (1926), p. 529.]  [34:  Burriss, Cicero and the Religion, pp. 525-529.] 

In an examination of Cicero’s personal letters, Adam Parison writes that Cicero’s affections for Caesar started dwindling in roughly the summer of 45 BC when he realized the leader was not going to restore the Republic.[footnoteRef:35] This date closely aligns with Cicero’s writing of De Divinatione, and the proximity should not be ignored. In the article ‘The Theological Efforts of the Roman Upper Classes in the First Century B.C.,’ author Arnaldo Momigliano observes that while Cicero was seemingly becoming more skeptical, Caesar and his entourage were becoming more religious— or at least more concerned with religious questions. He writes: ‘The more Caesar was involved in religion, the more Cicero tried to escape it’.[footnoteRef:36] However, it’s plausible that Caesar’s manipulative abuse of the system may have led to this reaction. [35:  Parison, Cicero and Caesar, p. 29.]  [36:  Momigliano, ‘The Theological Efforts’, p. 210.] 

Cicero believed that the survival of Rome was of the upmost importance. In discussing Cicero’s politics, Paul F. Izzo explains that the means that brought about Rome’s survival could be considered as a service to the state so long as they were not inherently evil.[footnoteRef:37]  It’s possible that Cicero also applied this framework to his consideration of divinatory practices. This would account for the suggestion throughout De Divinatione that they should be restricted to the political sphere— and the subsequent underlying implication that they should be heavily controlled. While Cicero was a proponent of the gods, he primarily viewed state religion as a tool for political and social means.[footnoteRef:38] It should be noted that as a feature of being controlled by those in authority, the gods of Roman state religion traditionally spoke in the voice of the ruling class.[footnoteRef:39]  [37:  Paul F. Izzo, ‘Cicero and Political Expediency’, The Classical Weekly, 42-11 (1992), p. 170. ]  [38:  Burriss, Cicero and the Religion, p. 524.]  [39:  Linderski, Cicero and Roman Divination, p. 37.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This  notion of deceiving the lower-class masses for the purpose of higher good was stressed by Varro and has roots in contemporary tripartite theories of theology.[footnoteRef:40] In particular, Santangelo links it to a variation put forth by pontifex maximus and jurist Q. Mucius Scaevola, which stated the only acceptable tradition of gods is one created, and subsequently controlled, by those in positions of political authority.[footnoteRef:41] That Cicero was likely aware an esoteric treatise like De Divinatione would not be read by the masses seems to support this fact.[footnoteRef:42] Indeed, in Book II, Marcus specifically tells Quintus, ‘We are alone and for that reason we may, without causing ill-will, make an earnest inquiry into the truth of soothsaying.’[footnoteRef:43] Author Ursula Heibges’s statement in ‘Cicero, a Hypocrite in Religion?,’ also seems to affirm this hypothesis. She writes: ‘If Cicero, the orator, here demands that superstition be torn out by the roots, while true piety in accordance with nature and morality be upheld by all means, Cicero, the philosopher, requires his readers to make the same distinction between true and false religion.’[footnoteRef:44]   [40:  Santangelo, Divination, p. 29.]  [41:  Santangelo, Divination, p. 30. ]  [42:  Linderski, Cicero and Roman Divination, p. 15.]  [43:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, xii, p. 401.]  [44:  Ursula Heibges, ‘Cicero a Hypocrite in Religion?’ The American Journal of Philology, 90-3 (1969), p. 311.] 

Indeed, Cicero had seen firsthand how contrived connections to the gods could be used as a tool to disrupt the political status quo— recently being manipulated to the point where they contributed to the destruction of his beloved Republic. That diviners such as astrologers were routinely expelled from Rome during periods of political upheaval also attests to this political force.[footnoteRef:45] In De Divinatione, Cicero introduces a new level of discourse on the topic, presenting divinatory practices embedded in roman state religion as a political duty tightly controlled by the upper class, not to be disrupted by manipulative fortune tellers and god-sent prodigies with their own selfish goals. Indeed, Linderski states: ‘When Cicero could not control the augur Antonius or the haruspex Spurinna, when the gods started talking the language of Caesar, he preferred not to believe in their enunciations.’[footnoteRef:46] [45:  Tamsyn Barton, Ancient Astrology (Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 1994), p. 50.]  [46:  Linderski, Cicero and Roman Divination, pp. 37-38.] 

It should be noted that certain scholars point to Cicero’s use of the dialogue as evidence that De Divinatione was intended as a humanitarian discourse allowing the reader to make up their own mind. Indeed, Plato believed the ‘self-persuasion’ inherent in discussion was the only true way a soul is made manifest, and that philosophy cannot be taught but must be a personal undertaking.[footnoteRef:47] However, Santangelo notes that proponents of this view are ignoring De Divinatione’s place in Cicero’s theological trilogy, in which, he states, De Fato acts as a continued attack on the Stoic approach and the Epicurean theory of causation.[footnoteRef:48] For Santangelo, the entire trilogy is a ‘forceful political message.’[footnoteRef:49]  [47:  Kent F. Moors, ‘Plato’s Use of Dialogue’, The Classical World, 72-2 (1978), pp. 78-79.]  [48:  Santangelo, Divination, p. 17.]  [49:  Santangelo, Divination, p. 22-23. ] 

Modern scholars may never discern Cicero’s true motives behind De Divinatione or the cause of the sudden shift of beliefs espoused in this text versus the author’s previous works. Still, Cicero’s repetitive removal of the divine from the topics at hand, Marcus’s insistence that official forms of divination be restricted to the political realm as tools of expediency, the text’s place within the theological trilogy, and the selfish manipulation of the contemporary religious systems all seem to suggest that the work may be one with clear political goals— rather than a simple discourse meant to present both sides of an argument. In this case, the goal being to bring the voice of the gods back into the hands of the ruling class while demolishing superstitious beliefs that give individuals the power to disrupt this political ideal. Perhaps in this manner, the text can be considered as the author’s own personal tool used in the name of political expediency. 
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