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Can the theory and practice of divination help distinguish between magic and religion?

Creating a satisfactory definition for both magic and religion has been the aim of scholars for well over a century, and yet despite the vast amount of research and literature in this area, religion remains “a phenomenon which… has never been defined in a manner wholly and universally acceptable to scholars concerned with it”[footnoteRef:1] and “The definition of “magic” is famously problematic”.[footnoteRef:2] Much of this research reveals overlaps between religion, magic and science, something which Ronald Hutton believes “renders an absolute distinction between the three… virtually impossible to achieve”.[footnoteRef:3] Attempts to do this have been further complicated by the tendency to apply both modern and Western concepts and language in much of the 20th century work,[footnoteRef:4] the result of which has been to view cultures who use magic (both ancient and modern) as primitive.  [1:  R. Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon, (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1999), p3]  [2:  D. Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds, 2nd edn., (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002), p4]  [3:  R. Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon, p66]  [4:  See M. and R, Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, Current Anthology, Vol. 4, No. 5, 1963, pp.495-518] 


Whilst ancient divination has not received the same amount of study as magic and religion by anthropologists and historians, this has been increasing in the previous 60 years.[footnoteRef:5] From this we find that divination in the Greco-Roman world used numerous methods, was practiced in religious sanctuaries, street corners and private dwellings and could be undertaken by both men and women. Divination influenced everything from high-risk state decisions to the most trivial affairs of both wealthy and poor. Can such a diverse practice help with the scholarly attempts to distinguish between religion and magic? Is it even possible to have a complete picture of divination in this period when the sources we have are incomplete, contradictory, and almost exclusively produced by men? This essay will firstly explore how examples of ancient divination can support or challenge the most prominent scholarly theories and debates on defining magic and religion. Following this, a summary and reflection on the questions raised will ultimately lead to the conclusion that divination both can, and cannot, help distinguish between these two areas, and will suggest a different approach is required. [5:  C. Addey, Divination and Knowledge in Greco-Roman Antiquity, (Abingdon, Routledge, 2022), p2 ] 


Finding a language – ancient terms for modern ideas?

Problems with defining the terms religion, magic and divination are perhaps due to the vagueness of the relevant words in the ancient world. There was no word for religion in Greek, with the practices, beliefs, liturgy and clergy we associate with that term simply forming a part of everyday life. Cicero tells us that that “Persons who spent whole days in prayer and sacrifice to ensure that their children should outlive them were termed ‘superstitious’… Those on the other hand who carefully reviewed and so to speak retraced all the lore of ritual were called ‘religious’ from relegere (to re-trace or re-read)”.[footnoteRef:6] From this we can already infer that a divide existed between the everyday person, worried about the most basic of life’s concerns, and those who were concerned with conserving or developing traditional practices. Through Cicero’s explanation we can infer that there was a difference between ‘high’ and ‘low’ religion. His description of ‘religious’ people hints at a level of wealth and possibly even gender as we can assume most poor and women had neither the time or education to invest in analysing religious lore.  [6:  Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods (De Natura Deorum), H. Rackham (trs.), Loeb Classical Library 268, vol. XIX, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933), p193] 


The Greek term goēteia refers to a wide branch of magic, but one which seems to have been viewed as inferior to other ‘higher’ types of magical ritual such as the theurgy practiced by Neo-platonists in late antiquity. Divination, known in Greek as , and divinatio in the Latin again covers a broad range of practices varying from throwing dice, to consulting the oracle or interpreting omens in the natural world. The broadness of this does present a challenge in knowing whether all divination was viewed in the same way. Was state related divination more closely associated with religion, whilst private methods were viewed as magical? Were different types of divination linked to ‘higher’ or ‘lower’ magic? Constantini points out that “Iamblichus draws a neat line between the higher, divine kind of possession, allowing for a true contact with divine entities, and the lower kind of ecstatic visions induced by drunkenness, madness and magic”.[footnoteRef:7] One potentially uniting feature is given to us by Cicero who highlights that the word divination was derived “from divi, a word meaning “gods”.[footnoteRef:8] This suggests, at least from a Roman perspective, that the practice of divination or the knowledge gained from it, is in some way linked with the gods. Indeed, many of the arguments in Cicero’s De Divinatione revolve around Quintus’ acceptance of the Stoic assertion that “‘if there is divination there are gods,’ and, ‘if there are gods there is divination’”.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Constantini, L., ‘Apuleius on divination: Platonic daimonology and child-divitation’, in, Divination and Knowledge in Greco-Roman Antiquity, ed. by C. Addey (Abingdon, Routledge, 2022), pp. 248-269, (p.257)]  [8:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione),: W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), LCL vol.154 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923 [1996]), I.I.1, p223]  [9:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I.VI.10, pp.233-235] 


Although we have a vocabulary for discussing these topics, increasingly anthropologists and historians recognise that our understanding of ancient terms may be limited by the fact that “definitions are themselves culturally specific, and that different people categorize these phenomena according to different strategies of concept and language”.[footnoteRef:10] This is something which has been an issue in early anthropological work, and we must be mindful of when considering ancient sources. [10:  R. Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon, p66] 


Defining the impossible or divining the impossible? Scholarly attempts to distinguish between magic and religion and divination’s place within them

Sir Edward B. Tylor was the first anthropologist to define religion and magic in 1871. M. and R. Wax note “He suggested that magic was “an elaborate and systematic pseudo-science,” by which man attempts “to discover, foretell, and to cause certain events”.[footnoteRef:11] By this definition, divination can clearly be linked with magic and complements Cicero’s definition of  as “the foresight and knowledge of future events”.[footnoteRef:12] It should be noted that ancient divination also included gaining knowledge about the past and present as well as the future, as seen in Herodotus’ account of Periander’s consultation of an oracle of the dead to reveal the location of something which he had mislaid[footnoteRef:13].  [11:  M. and R, Wax, The Notion of Magic, Current Anthology 1963, p 495]  [12:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I.I.1, p223 and also I.V.9]  [13:  Herodotus, The Histories, Aubrey De Sélincourt (trs.), (London, Penguin Books, 1954), Book V.92.g, p348-349] 


Tylor defined religion’s essential component as “a belief in the existence of spiritual beings and in the need of humans to form relationships with them”.[footnoteRef:14] Quintus in De Divinatione goes a step further, suggesting that the gods also want to form a relationship with humans and share their knowledge “for they are the friends and benefactors of the human race”.[footnoteRef:15] However, Tylor’s definition has been viewed as troublesome due to its apparent contrast with religions such as Buddhism which do not depend on the belief of spiritual beings. This criticism may equally be applied in an ancient context as Cicero points out “it is possible that nature gives us signs of future events without the intervention of a god, and it may be there are gods without their having conferred any power of divination upon men”.[footnoteRef:16] This suggests a degree of debate existed in the ancient world over whether divination relied on the sharing of divine knowledge or was accessible without the intervention of a deity. [14:  R. Hutton, The Triumph of the Moon, p1]  [15:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I.XXXVIII.82, p315]  [16:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I.VI.10, p235] 


Sir John Frazer built on Tylor’s definitions and continued the idea that magic was a pseudo-science, in his seminal work ‘The Golden Bough’. Frazer believed that a key difference between magic and religion was in the perceived relationship between humans and spiritual beings. Magic, he claimed was like science in that it believed that nature followed certain, uniform rules: 

“Wherever sympathetic magic occurs in its pure unadulterated form, it assumes that in nature one event follows another necessarily and invariably without the intervention of any spiritual or personal agency. Thus its fundamental conception is identical with that of modern science; underlying the whole system is a faith, implicit but real and firm, in the order and uniformity of nature. The magician does not doubt that the same causes will always produce the same effects, that the performance of the proper ceremony, accompanied by the appropriate spell, will inevitably be attended by the desired result, unless, indeed, his incantations should chance to be thwarted and foiled by the more potent charms of another sorcerer. He supplicates no higher power: he sues the favour of no fickle and wayward being: he abases himself before no awful deity.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Frazer, J. G., The golden bough: A Study of Magic and Religion, (Project Gutenburg Ebook, https://www.gutenberg.org/files/3623/3623-h/3623-h.htm, 2003), Chapter IV, Magic and Religion] 


He suggests magicians claim to have the ability to command and manipulate the powers of nature. To perform magic, they do not need to rely on supplicating the gods, instead achieving their goals through compelling, coercing or binding gods, spirits or daimons to do their bidding. This he argued, formed part of a social progression where a society may attempt to change naturally occurring events firstly through magic, and eventually through science. Religion in contrast, relied on nature being “to some extent elastic or variable” allowing humans only the ability to “persuade or induce the mighty beings who control it to deflect, for our benefit, the current of events from the channel in which it would otherwise flow”.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Frazer, J. G., The golden bough: A Study of Magic and Religion, Chapter IV Magic and Religion] 


The belief that the magician commands powerful beings whilst religious followers can merely supplicate them, seems at first glance, a sensible distinction. However, it becomes difficult to justify when looking at some examples of ‘magical’ texts from the ancient world, including those with a divinatory aspect. The ‘Mithras Liturgy’ for example, is an attempt by a practitioner to ascend to the heavens and receive a revelation. During the invocations the speaker seems to act more in a supplicant (or by Frazer’s definition, a religious) role than a commanding / magical one: 

“Hail, O lord, Great Power, Great Might, / King, Greatest of gods, Helios, the Lord of heaven and earth, God of gods: mighty is your breath, mighty is your strength, O lord. If it be your will, announce me to the supreme god, the one who has begotten and made you: that a man – I, NN, whose mother is NN, / who was born from the mortal womb of NN and from the fluid of semen, and who, since he has been born again from you today, has become immortal out of so many myriads in this hour according to the wish of the god the exceedingly good – resolves to worship / you, and prays with all his human power, that you may take along with you the horoscope of the day and hour today”.[footnoteRef:19] [19:   Betz, H. D. (ed.), The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation including the demotic spells, (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992, repr. 1996), PGM IV. 640-650, pp50-51 ] 


The preparation for the rite, outlined in lines 750-829 however include distinctly magical practices, for example placing a scarab in a cup in a time linked to the moon, feeding it specially prepared food and reciting the following magical formula over it: “I have consecrated you, that your material may be useful to me”.[footnoteRef:20] Having performed the rite, the practitioner receives a revelation when the god will speak “the oracle to you in verse”.[footnoteRef:21] The overall theurgical style in this divinatory rite does seems to combine both magical commands and methods with religious supplication, again making it difficult to fully accept Frazer’s definitions. This is a critique that has also been applied to modern examples by R.R. Marett, who noted that modern aboriginal tribes practiced magical acts “in a spirit of reverent humility which is surely akin to homage”.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Betz, H.D., The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM IV.750-765, p53]  [21:  Betz, H.D., The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM IV. 725-730, p52]  [22:  M. and R, Wax, The Notion of Magic, p 496] 


One way in which Frazer’s belief that magic was approached in a similar way to science can be supported when looking at specific types of divination, particularly those which Quintus says are “dependent on art”.[footnoteRef:23] Wildfang compares ancient writer’s methods of categorising the different types of lightning strikes within divination. He highlights that Seneca the younger classifies “portentous thunderbolts by the damage they do: Nam fulminum genera sunt illa, quod terebat, quod discutit, quod urit[footnoteRef:24]” and compares this with accounts by Pliny the elder and Servius. Seneca’s account goes into more detail with a further five subcategories given to thunderbolts which cause damage through fire. Seneca writes that the first three categories at least are “agreed upon by the Etruscans and the philosophers”[footnoteRef:25] suggesting that this method of divination is a widely accepted system amongst the natural philosophers. Wolfgang goes on to compare the system with examples of lightning divination in the works of Roman historians and biographers including Livy, Tacitus and Suetonius. He concludes that this scientific system was well established in the Roman world as numerous accounts support the system outlined by Seneca.  The essay does not focus on the whether the origin of these portents is divine, but establishes that this method of divination had a scientific method for interpretation.  [23:  Cicero, De Divinatione,I.VI.12, p235]  [24:  For these are the classes of thunderbolt, that which pierces, that which shatters and that which burns”, Wildfang, R. L., Fulgura et Fulmina: or what portends when the family tomb is struck by a fulmen quod decussit, in Divination and Portents in the Roman World, R.L. Wildfang & J Isager (ed.), (Odense, Odense University Press, 2000), pp. 67-78]  [25:  Wildfang, R. L., Fulgura et Fulmina, p67] 


Similarly precise methods for interpretation may be found when considering dream interpretation and dream oracles. Hansen considers Artemidorus’ Oneirocriticon, pointing out just how extensive his collection of dream interpretations is: “It is large! In the fifth book a description is given of 95 dreams”.[footnoteRef:26] Once again then we see an almost scientific method in operation during divination, similar to Frazer’s links between magic and science. Artemidorus himself though seems unsure of the origins of both sleeping dreams (enypnion) and divinatory dreams (oneiroi). Hansen points out “He suggests that they derive from the gods, then adds ‘or wherever they come from’. He mentions godsent dreams, but also operates with the mind itself as the possible source”.[footnoteRef:27] However, Artemidorus does argue for a divine origin in dreams relating to medicine and cures, such as those reported at sanctuaries of Asclepius: “For a great many number of people have been cured by these divine prescriptions”.[footnoteRef:28] Certainly, the number of votive offerings left at sanctuaries of Asclepius, such as the bronze leg dedicated by T. R. Caledi,[footnoteRef:29] reflect the widely held belief that Asclepius and his daughters had the power to heal either by visiting the patient directly in their sleep or by giving a prescription in a dream. The method followed in appealing to the god of healing does lend credence to Frazer’s argument that religion is supplicatory and magic is coercive. The sick person would first make a sacrificial offering in the temple of Asclepius as well as praying to the god. They would then sleep in the abaton, watched over by priests.  If they received a dream, it was the god’s priests who would interpret it to create a prescription for the patient to follow. Clearly then this method of divinatory dreaming and healing is heavily reliant on religious institutions and religious supplication. What is unclear is whether the patients themselves would have considered this a magical or religious act. [26:  Hansen, H. L, “The truth without nonsense”: Remarks on Artemidorus’ ‘Interpretation of Dreams’, Divination and Portents in the Roman World, R.L. Wildfang & J Isager (ed.), (Odense, Odense University Press, 2000), p57]  [27:  Hansen, H. L, “The truth without nonsense”: Remarks on Artemidorus’ ‘Interpretation of Dreams’, p58]  [28:  Hansen, H. L, “The truth without nonsense”: Remarks on Artemidorus’ ‘Interpretation of Dreams’, pp.63-64]  [29:  Hamilton Collection, GR 1772.3-5.60, BM Cat Bronzes 891, at the British Museum] 


Whilst the above method of dream divination is clearly religious, it is contrasted by an all-together more magical approach in PGM II.1-64[footnoteRef:30]. Here we see someone attempting to receive an oracle in their sleep, at first calling on Phoibos, then Lord Apollo and finally “mighty daimons” to “help me today” in what initially appears to be a supplicatory manner. However, what follows seems to be much more than a religious request.  Voces magicae are muttered, spells are written on laurel leaves (perhaps an attempt at sympathetic magic to Apollo?) and a seemingly magic potion – a combination of wormwood, sun opal, a “breathing stone”, the heart of a hoopoe, and honey, to anoint the lips of a mouth “first incensed…with a grain of frankincense”[footnoteRef:31], is made to bring about the prophetic dream. If this fails further offerings can be made, along with writing a magic figure on papyrus in myrrh ink, before wrapping it in “a piece of clothing of one who has died violently”.[footnoteRef:32] We are then told: [30:  Betz, H.D., The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM II.1-64, pp.12-14]  [31:  Betz, H.D., The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM II.17-20, p13]  [32:  Betz, H.D., The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM II.49-50, p14] 


“If then, he does not hearken to this method, wrap up the figure in the same piece of cloth, and throw it into the furnace of a bathhouse on the fifth day, saying after the invocation: “ABRI and ABRO EXANTIABIL, God of gods, king of kings, now force a friendly daimon of prophecy to come to me, lest I apply worse tortures to you, the things written on the strips of papyrus.”[footnoteRef:33] [33:  My bold and italics to emphasise commanding nature. Betz, H.D., The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM II.51-54, p14] 


This combination of sympathetic magic, potions, ritual and finally coercion, even the binding and threatening of gods and spirits does seem to fit in with Frazer’s definition of magic as coercive. As we have seen however, there appears to be a combination of religious and magical practice involved in dream divination, thus rendering Frazer’s definition unreliable. 

Emile Durkheim put forward a different method of distinguishing between magic and religion in his work of 1912, Les Formes Élémentaires de la Vie Religieuse. Durkheim argued that religion united people into a community and their acts reflected a set of accepted beliefs. In contrast magic was “individualistic, divisive, and opposed to religion”,[footnoteRef:34] often secret and a potential threat to society. This distinction can be supported when looking at the worship of state approved gods in public temples which followed set ritual and often included public sacrifices. Festival days to specific deities were also widely celebrated amongst the community. The widespread acceptance of this belief system and the large attendance at festivals do support the notion that religion was a communal affair. However, there are exceptions which challenge this idea. Firstly, we must remember that much religious worship took place in private, such as that to household gods at larariums in private dwellings. These presumably were far more personal affairs linked to the worship of ancestors and family members. Secondly some religious mystery cults were held in private with some being state approved, and others falling foul of the law. The initiatory cult of Mithras for example was popular amongst soldiers of the Roman army and yet Livy tells us in his History of Rome that the Bacchanalia of 186BC was seen as highly impious. However, he claimed that more than 7000 men and women taking part[footnoteRef:35] and explains that whilst this cult was started by “a celebrant of secret, nocturnal ceremonies”, the mysteries were “widely disseminated among men and women”.[footnoteRef:36] Clearly then, whilst there was a community around the cult, it did not fall under state approval, ultimately resulting in the imprisonment, execution or forced suicide of those who took part. When describing the depravity of the rites, Livy says “Men, as if out of their minds, would make prophecies, throwing their bodies about violently as if under divine inspiration”.[footnoteRef:37] This account of oracular divination amongst accounts of homosexual activity and human sacrifice clearly indicate that these prophecies were not approved of, and yet it is striking in its similarity to descriptions of the Pythia in a state of ecstasy or frenzy. If we believe that the divination described here is magical, then it does certainly meet Durkheim’s assertion that magic may be secret and a potential threat to society, and yet clearly this practice was not individualistic making it difficult to fully accept this definition. [34:  M. and R, Wax, The Notion of Magic, p497]  [35:  Livy, History of Rome, 39.17.6, in Dillon, M. and Garland, L., Ancient Rome from the early Republic to the assassination of Julius Caesar, (Abingdon, Routledge, 2005), pp. 158-160.]  [36:  Livy, History of Rome, 39.8.4-5, p159]  [37:  Livy, History of Rome, 39.13.12, p159] 


When applying Durkheim’s definition to divination more widely we again face difficulties in clearly separating it into a specifically magical or religious category. State augury for example was communal in the sense that it was public and influenced state decisions, whilst individuals could consult oracles such as those at Delphi or Dodona privately. Portents and omens such as lightning strikes may have been visible to many people, and yet the throwing of lots, and the interpretation of dreams could be a far more individualistic affair. In this regard then, it seems divination cannot support Durkheim’s definitions.
The anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski built on Frazer’s idea that magic was a pseudo-science saying that like science it has “a definite practical aim… is governed by a theory and system of principles…[and] possesses a special technique”.[footnoteRef:38] His study of the Trobriand Islands tribes included participatory observation and solidified his belief that magic’s main purpose was pragmaticism. For example, he recorded that Trobrianders conducted magical rites when venturing out into potentially difficult fishing waters.  When we apply this logic to ancient divination it is easy to find examples of divination for practical purposes. We have already discussed Herodotus’ account of Periander’s consultation of the oracle to find a misplaced object, and we can see further pragmatic examples when looking at the types of questions asked to oracles. At Dodona, those seeking answers from the oracle would write their question on a lead tablet. A staggering 4216 of these have been recovered and they reveal the pragmatic nature of many of the questions asked: [38:  M. and R, Wax, The Notion of Magic, p498] 

· Hermon (asks) by aligning himself with which of the gods will there be from Kretaia offspring for him, in addition to those he has now? [footnoteRef:39] [39:  Eidinow, E., Oracles, Curses, and Risks among the Ancient Greeks, 2nd ed., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007)] 

· Did Dorkilos steal the cloth?[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  Eidinoe, E. Oracles, Curses, and Risks among the Ancient Greeks, p117 ] 

· Whether it will be useful to me, if I work as a bronze smith?[footnoteRef:41]  [41:  Eidinoe, E. Oracles, Curses, and Risks among the Ancient Greeks, p96] 

The use of divination to gain practical, hidden knowledge does seem to support Malinowski’s definition of magic. Indeed, even state augury, such as observing whether chickens did or not eat or the flight of birds was used to make significant but practical decisions, such as whether to begin a war. However, we must consider that many religious rites also had a practical aim, even if we consider some parts magical. For example, the Plynteria festival in Athens involved the ritual washing of Athena’s statue and peplos. The statue was then reanimated in a telestika ritual, allowing Athena to embody her effigy and defend the city once again. This is clearly a mix of religious worship and magical protection, all with the practical aim of ensuring the safety of the city and its citizens. Fowler points out several more examples of religious rites having practical purposes such as Thesmophoria for Demeter, which ensured the fertility of the land and an abundance of crops[footnoteRef:42].  [42:  Fowler, R. L., “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, in Richard Buxton (ed.), Oxford Readings in Greek Religion (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000), pp.324-25] 

Whilst Malinowski’s definition is not perfect, it is worth commending him for his methodology of living closely with the Trobianders. This increased his understanding of their beliefs, in much the same way Evans-Pritchard was able to do with the Azande. Whilst this method may work when studying cultures in the present day, it is impossible to do with a society in the past. Thus we must be cautious in applying a accepted definition in the modern world to a culture of the past.
Marcel Mauss put forward perhaps the most acceptable method of distinguishing between magic and religion in his ‘A General Theory of Magic’. He proposed that:
 “rites do exist which are consistently magical. These are evil spells or malefices, and we find them regularly qualified as such by both law and religion. The casting of evil spells is illicit and expressly prohibited and punished. This prohibition marks the formal distinction between magical and religious rites.[footnoteRef:43]” [43:  Mauss, M, A General Theory of Magic: Brain, R., (trs.), (London, Routledge, 1972), p27] 

We have already seen how the mystery rites of the 186BC Bacchanalia were seen as impious, and a threat to society. Further examples to support Mauss’ belief that magic is unauthorised and subversive can be readily found. Servius in his commentary on The Aeneid says ‘although Romans adopted many rites (sacra), they always condemned those of magic (semper magica damnarunt)’.[footnoteRef:44] Sulla’s passing of the Lex Cornelia de sicariis et veneficiis, included a law relating to “a person ‘who for the purpose of killing a person’ prepared, sold, bought, possessed, or administrated a dangerous drug (venenum malum)”.[footnoteRef:45]  Whilst venenum can simply mean ‘poison’ it is more readily associated as a ‘magic potion’ hence it’s inclusion here. Furthermore, Cicero tells us the laws outlined in the Twelve Tables prescribed capital punishment to “Whoever casts an evil spell…<or whoever> sings <or> composes a spell…[footnoteRef:46]” and to “Whoever has bewitched crops… or has enticed someone else’s harvest”.[footnoteRef:47] The defixiones also hint at a maleficent and magical purpose, although some of these do also include the invocation of gods. [44:  Servius, Aeneid, 4.493, in Rives, J. B. “Magic in Roman Law, The Reconstruction of a Crime”, in North, J. A. amd Price, S. R. F. (ed.), The Religious History of the Roman Empire: Pagans Jews and Christians, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2011)]  [45:  Rives, J. B., Magic in Roman Law, The Reconstruction of a Crime, p77]  [46:  Cicero, Republic: Dillon, M. and Garland, L. (trs. and ed.), Ancient Rome from the early Republic to the assassination of Julius Caesar, (Abingdon, Oxford, 2005), 8.1, p30]  [47:  Cicero, Republic, 8.4, p30] 

Where then does divination fit in with this? Clearly many methods of divination were not viewed as falling into this maleficent category, but there are some examples where the use of divination is portrayed as immoral. The comic portrayal of Canidia by Horace is one example. Here we see a frightful image of Canidia and Sagana as they “ripped apart a black lamb with their teeth: the gore they poured into a ditch to summon spirits from, ghosts to answer their questions”.[footnoteRef:48] This image conjures images of Odysseus summoning the dead through a similar necromancy ritual in Homer’s Odyssey, and is likely to have been recognisable to a Roman audience. However, Paule points out “what is acceptable for a Homeric hero is not always allowed to others, and if Canidia were seeking answers about the future there were numerous other socially acceptable avenues by which she could do it, e.g. watching for bird signs (augury) or reading the entrails of a sacrificial animal (extispicy)”.[footnoteRef:49] Horace is creating a fictional character (possibly in an attempt to get revenge), but it is important to recognise that the portrayal of the diviner could influence whether it was seen as an accepted practice or not. [48:  Horace, Satire1.8: Paule, M. T., Canidia, Rome’s First Witch, (London, Bloomsbury Publishing, 2018), p24 ]  [49:  Paule, M. T., Canidia, Rome’s First Witch, p31] 

An ambiguous oracle
We have considered four methods of distinguishing between magic and religion, and in all we have found it impossible to fully satisfy the full criteria laid out when applied to divination. Like many of the recorded vague Delphic oracles, we are left with more questions than answers when considering divination’s relationship within scholarly debates on magic and religion, some of which are outlined below.
Firstly, how important is the role, status and gender of the diviner on these arguments? We may for example believe Mauss’ explanation of religion being predictable and proscribed, if we only considered the role of male state augurs. Evidence for female diviners often comes in literary portrayals and limits their importance either through ridicule (as in Horace’s Canidia) or in their ability to affect the course of events (Cassandra is cursed to utter true prophetic messages which nobody believes in The Iliad). Even the mutterings of the Pythia were interpreted by male priests as it was believed females would not be able to speak in iambic verse. One issue is the lack of written evidence of how everyday women in the ancient world practiced divination. In a world where only a few literate men wrote about divination, are we missing those practices which were done behind closed doors? The Smithsonian magazine hailed the 2019 discovery of a ‘sorceress’ kit’ claiming its small trinkets were “likely used to…look for omens about birth and pregnancy”.[footnoteRef:50] Whilst this discovery may have sent imaginations running wild, one has to wonder if being a female practitioner was more likely to see you accused of harmful magic, than a male official conducting a similar rite. One exception to this may be Sosipatra, a female philosopher, theurgist and prophetess who set up a school in Pergamon. Similarly, Plotinus’ school was based in the house of Gemina, which may suggest he allowed women to partake in theurgical rituals.  However, these seem very much to be the exception, and we must conclude it is difficult to know if gender had any impact on whether divination was linked with magic or religion.  [50:  Jason Daley, A Sorceress’ kit was discovered in the ashes of Pompeii,  (2019) https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/sorceresss-kit-was-discovered-ashes-pompeii-180972907/ [accessed 08 May 2022]] 

Does the setting of divination have an impact on whether it is seen as magical or religious? Was haruspicy in Jupiter’s temple more likely to be viewed as religious than consulting a soothsayer on a street corner? Is dream divination at an Asclepion more ‘authentic’ than someone analysing their own dreams at home? Are the mutterings of the oracles of the dead more religious or magical because of the proximity to ‘gateways of the Underworld’?
Should we view divination as fitting into high and low magic? If it exists, does ‘high divination’ fall more into a religious or scientific category than that of magic? One might compare the role of John Dee in Elizabeth’s I court here. At a time when suspected witches could be burnt at the stake, one of Elizabeth’s chief advisors relied on astrology, scrying and Hermetic wisdom. Is this because he was seen as performing magic with a higher purpose as opposed to charlatans who offered magic in exchange for money? Can a similar comparison be made between official state divination and the soothsayers mocked by Cicero?[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I.XVIII.36, p37] 

The need for a new language
Edmund Leach said, “As for magic, which readers of Fraser’s The Golden Bough might suppose to lie at the very centre of the anthropologist’s interests, after a lifetime’s career as a professional anthropologist, I have almost reached the conclusion that the word has no meaning whatsoever.”[footnoteRef:52] One can sympathise with Leach having considered the four attempts to distinguish between magic and religion outlined above. In all cases, there is evidence to support the theories, and indeed examples of divination can be used to support them. However, exceptions, overlaps, or contradictions occur, making it difficult to fully promote any one of them. Considering divination in relation to these arguments raises further questions as outlined above, but we are still faced by the reality that ‘religion’ and ‘magic’ are modern terms within which we are trying to neatly shoehorn ancient practices. The reality may be these terms are simply much too broad.  Johnathan Z. Smith argued there was “little merit in continuing the use of the substantive term “magic” in… academic discourse. We have better and more precise scholarly taxa for each of the phenomena commonly denoted by ‘magic’”.[footnoteRef:53] This seems a sensible approach when using divination to consider magic and religion. With such a varied practice, we stand to gain a far more detailed understanding by considering specific types of divination in relation to the scholarly debates than as a whole area. [52:  E. Leach, Social Anthropology, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1982), p133]  [53:  Smith, J. Z., “Trading Places”: Meyer, M. and Mirecki, P.A., Ancient magic and ritual power, (Leiden/Boston, Brill Academic Publishers, 1995 rep. 2001), p16] 
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