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De Divinatione is a two book treatise written in Rome by Marcus Tullius Cicero’s circa. 45 B.C.E.[footnoteRef:1] It was publishing with the intention of supplementing another writing by Cicero entitled De Natura Deorum.[footnoteRef:2] Cicero was a politician, philosopher as well as a trained augur who would have used divination in his political work.[footnoteRef:3]  In De Divinatione, the first book is voiced by the character Quintus who presents the case for divination. The second is voiced by Marcus, a character based on Cicero, who presents the case against. Cicero’s choice to present the case against using his own persona has raised  [1:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, in On Old Age, On Friendship, On Divination, trans. W. A. Falconer, (Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University Press: 1923), Vol. XX.]  [2:  William Armistead Falconer, ‘Introduction to the De Diviniatione’, <http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A2007.01.0053>, Accessed 20 May 2018.]  [3:  Eli Edward Burriss, ‘Cicero's Religious Unbelief’, The Classical Weekly, vol. 17 (1924), pp. 101.] 

many debates amongst academics in regards to his personal belief in divination and the roman religion and divination[footnoteRef:4]. At that time, divination and the roman religion were intricately connected: as divinatory practices were often part of how one expressed their belief.[footnoteRef:5] Consequently, denial of one seems to suggest a waning belief in the other. Nevertheless, Robert Goar argued that other writings by Cicero show him to be a true believer in the Roman religion, thus suggesting his motives for writing De Divinatione did not come from a personal religious crisis.[footnoteRef:6] While Goar claims the purpose of De Divinatione was to discredit divination, this paper shall argue that a more subtle aim of the text was an attempt to bring attention to the philosophical basis on which divination was justified. [footnoteRef:7]   [4:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76 (1986), pp. 34.]  [5:  Leonhard Schmitz, ‘Divinatio’, in A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, ed. William Smith, (London: John Murray, 1875).]  [6:  Robert J Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, vol. 99 (1968), pp. 241.]  [7:  Robert J Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’,pp. 247.] 

Book one of De Divnatione presents the ‘for’ case for divination, however this is largely based on stories in which divination is said to have worked. This anecdotal approach is justified by the statement that one ‘should examine the results, rather than the causes’.[footnoteRef:8] The suggestion from this statement is that the causes are not important to the character Quintus. This may have been done by Cicero in order to reflect how divination was being discussed and justified by people at that time. Cicero shows the flaw in using this type of reasoning as in book two these tales of divinatory success are refuted by simply giving alternative explanations for the events. For example, Marcus explains that the ‘blood’ seen coming out of a statue could have been ‘the admixture of water with certain kinds of soil’.[footnoteRef:9] This illustrates the weakness of arguments based on anecdotes and hearsay, rather than logic. They are subjective, rather than objective, and so rely on belief that the account given was true. Nevertheless, subjectivity does not make the arguments automatically false, only unreliable. As such, this argument does not prove that divination is false. However, it does highlight that there could be other explanations for events seen as a result of divination. Yet, as Marcus’ responses are also only hypotheses, both arguments could be said to rely on conjecture. Mary Beard claims that ‘the second book is balanced by the first’, implying that the two books were intended to be equally weighed against each other.[footnoteRef:10]  This suggests that Cicero did not simply use the first book as a base of ideas upon which to later demolish divination as suggested by Goar. Instead he appears to be opening up the perspective of both sides for discussion.  [8:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 235.]  [9:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 437.]  [10:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76 (1986), pp. 34.] 

Furthermore, in book two the divination anecdotes are frequently rejected because the character Marcus cannot understand how they could be true. For example, when examining the story of lots found in a rock, he refutes the story as true because he states, ‘how did they ever get in that rock’.[footnoteRef:11] While this continues the attack on anecdotes, nevertheless, here he argues from incredulity: which is not a logically valid form of argument, since it equates his inability to understand how something could happen with the events falsity. As such, this strategy does not present a strong logical argument against divination. If Cicero aimed to truly demolish divination, the two arguments mentioned seem logically weak for this purpose. However, they are effective in raising questions about how and why divination works. Thus, this suggests that Cicero did not intend this purely as a critique of divination, but instead appears to be raising a discussion on the topic. Nonetheless, Goar claimed the passion in Cicero’s writing in book two seems to illustrate that he is truly against divination rather than simply creating a debate.[footnoteRef:12] However, it shall be argued that this intensity resulted from Cicero’s passion for reason and strong philosophy. [11:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 469.]  [12:  Robert J Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’,pp. 247.] 

Though book two is by and large a cross-examination of the examples given in book one, where it elaborates on the narrative is regarding the logic that it given for how divination works. As Malcom Schofield states, ‘the case against… appeals constantly to reason’, in contrast to book one appealing almost exclusively to experience.[footnoteRef:13] This contrast may have been a deliberate attempt by Cicero to comment on the intellectual priorities of those who discussed divination. Indeed, Marcus states that ‘the ancients were more influenced by actual results than convinced by reason’.[footnoteRef:14] By focusing book two on reason, this suggests that Cicero was calling for a change to this thinking. Reason for Cicero appears to be the height of thinking. He states that ‘it is not enough to call an opinion ‘foolishness’ when it is utterly devoid of reason’.[footnoteRef:15] This asserts the importance of reason and logic to Cicero.  [13:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76 (1986), pp. 51.]  [14:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 227.]  [15:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 473.] 


Accordingly, his main gripe against the philosophical reasoning given for divination revolves around the logic applied to it. Early on in book two, Marcus analyses the notions of fate, foresight, and chance implicit in the definition of divination.[footnoteRef:16] As it is not possible that one could ‘forsee and predict events that happen by chance’, he highlights that the notions of foresight and chance are logically opposed ideas.[footnoteRef:17] Here he elaborates that if something is predestined to happen then it does not happen by chance, since the notion of chance implicitly embodies randomness.[footnoteRef:18] In making explicit the incompatibility of the philosophical ideas applied to divination, Cicero shows that the logic underlying divination was philosophically unsound. Thus in focusing on reason, Cicero’s arguments are focused on the philosophical basis of divination.  [16:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 385.]  [17:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 387.]  [18:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 387.] 


However, according to Goar, the philosophical and logical inconsistencies illustrate why Cicero saw divination as ‘a pressing spiritual problem to be destroyed’.[footnoteRef:19] Thus, it could be argued that Cicero did intend to demolish divination because he was demolishing the logic given for it. Yet, this view does not account for the context in which the critique of divination occurs. Cicero described himself as ‘an expounder of philosophy’, emphasising how important philosophy was to him.[footnoteRef:20] He stated that De Divinatione was part of a series of philosophical treatises aimed at instructing and making philosophy clear for youth who ‘may yet have a wide influence in the state’.[footnoteRef:21] This implied that he saw philosophical thinking as important for the education of those in power. Thus suggests that the text was intended to be educational.  Though it could be argued that that he intended to educate people in order to demolish divination, the form of De Divinatione suggests instead that he was trying to engage people in philosophical thinking. Cicero stated that he used the method ‘inherited from Socrates’, which refers to the philosophical dialogues used by Plato.[footnoteRef:22] As philosophical dialogues were used to find solutions to problems, this further supports the argument that the treatise is not a critique of divination, so much as it was a discussion. This is also affirmed by Cicero’s neutral end the treatise, which stated that no conclusions had been put forward in order ‘to leave the judgement of the inquirer wholly free’.[footnoteRef:23] This reiterates the idea that the purpose of the treatise was simply to raise questions in the minds of readers who may not have examined the philosophical base of divination. [19:  Robert J Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’, pp. 248.]  [20:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 375.]  [21:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 373-375.]  [22:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 539.]  [23:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 539.] 


At the very least, it appears that Cicero did not intend his work to result in a wide scale destruction of belief in divination. Goar’s perspective concurs this point as he stated that Cicero was ‘far too aware of the political usefulness of augury and haruspicine to wish the masses to be enlightened’.[footnoteRef:24] As such, it does not seem likely that Cicero would have desired to demolish divination entirely and remove it from mass belief, since it served as a political tool. This is further corroborated in De Divinatione, where Marcus states that ‘out of respect for the opinion of the masses and because of the great service to the State we maintain the augural practices’.[footnoteRef:25] This suggests that where divination is used politically, it is not done due to a deep belief in its methods, but a respect for the public belief. Furthermore, this would suggest that regardless of his personal belief, Cicero would have held the maintenance of the state as the most important thing. Moreover, Schofield states that the anecdotal evidence of book one shows ‘how massive and inescapable is the role of divination in Roman myth and history’. [footnoteRef:26] As such, since Eli Burris claimed Cicero held the ‘highest interests of the state at heart’, he may not have wanted to completely destroy a practice of such cultural importance.[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Robert J Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’, pp. 248.]  [25:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 451.]  [26:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, pp. 53.]  [27:  Eli Edward Burriss, ‘Cicero's Religious Unbelief’, The Classical Weekly, vol. 17 (1924), pp. 101.] 

Nevertheless, this does seem to suggest that the purpose of De Divinatione could have been to remove the last bit of belief in divination from those in power, whilst retaining its political use. Indeed the character Marcus states that political usefulness of divination was the reason that it was maintained.[footnoteRef:28] Additionally, as only literate people would be able to read De Divinatione, it would have only been read by the learned classes, who would be the ones to go into positions where they could influence the state. As Cicero also wrote speeches which would have been read aloud, this further suggests that he purposely limited his audience since he chose to only speak to the literate.[footnoteRef:29] As such, Cicero may not have presented the discussion in order to reform the philosophical base of divination, but to show the politically powerful classes that it was fundamentally and irrevocably flawed. Thus, this would suggest that he aimed to make divination a mere formality, rather than practice with genuine sway.  [28:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 457.]  [29:  Mary Beard, ‘The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, pp. 34.] 

However, what was stated by the character Marcus, did not necessarily represent the views and aims of Cicero. What suggests that he advocated a review and reform of this philosophical base, rather than a demolishment of divination from the upper class belief, is the way Cicero used inconsistencies in the opposing sides arguments to ‘teach’ how philosophy should be done. When Cicero attacked the logic of the stoics on divination, he not only stated their error, but also explained the proper way an argument should be formed. He stated, ‘they take propositions for granted which are not conceded at all; yet a chain of reasoning, to be valid, should proceed from premises which are not doubtful to the conclusion which is in dispute’.[footnoteRef:30] Here Cicero appears to be educating the people on how philosophy should be done. While this could be seen as simply being an elaboration on his argument against divination, Cicero’s aforementioned desire to influence the youth in philosophical thinking suggests otherwise. Concurrently, Schofield saw De Divinatione as Cicero’s ‘self-appointed task of educating the roman reader’.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp 487.]  [31:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, pp. 47.] 

The arguments given suggest that De Divinatione had the greater purpose of facilitating philosophical thinking. Cicero showed the flaws in anecdotal reasoning used in the argument for divination. He argued both cases in such a style as to raise a great deal of philosophical questions regarding divination, and the core of his against argument appeared to be the role of reason and logic. Furthermore, the dialogue form of the treatise reaffirmed its aim to raise a discussion. As divination was shown to have political and cultural significance, it was concluded that it was likely Cicero did not want to demolish divination entirely. However, this did raise the question of whether he aimed for the literate classes to reform their belief. Nevertheless, alongside the previous arguments, it appears that in De Divinatione Cicero provided a complete education in how think philosophically, using a culturally relevant and provocative topic.
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