[image: image1.png]PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





Postgraduate/Distance Learning 

Assignment coversheet & feedback form
THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)

	For completion by the student:

	Student Name:



Emma Burrell

	Module code:   HPCA7027
Module title:   Cosmology, Magic & Divination

	Student ID number:
2127558
	Educational support needs:

No

	Module tutor:


Dr Dorian Greenbaum




Dr Dawn Collins
Assignment due date:  20 March 2023

	If your module has multiple submissions please indicate which piece of work this is.

1st  FORMCHECKBOX 
    2nd   FORMCHECKBOX 
     3rd   FORMCHECKBOX 
      4th  FORMCHECKBOX 
      5th  FORMCHECKBOX 
      6th  FORMCHECKBOX 


	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.

Signed ……………………………………………………………
Email submission: if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box (
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	Assignment Mark
1st Marker’s Provisional mark

2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark

Agreed Internal Mark: 

External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)
Final Mark

NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.
For completion by Marker 1 :

Comments:


	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:



	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	AGREED INTERNAL MARK (where necessary):

Comment on process of arriving at agreed mark:


	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)



	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:


A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione 

This essay intends to perform a critical source review on Cicero’s work De Divinatione
. Marcus Tullius Cicero was in his time a noted Roman politician, philosopher and orator. He was born in 106 BCE in Arpinum to a wealthy family. He was educated and worked as a lawyer, bursting into prominence around the age of 26 with his first case, a successful defence against a charge of parricide. As well as working in public service, moving through the posts of quaestor, praetor and consul, he also became a prolific orator and writer on a variety of philosophical subjects, one of which, De Divinatione, is the subject of this essay. He lived in a time when Rome was going through a period of great upheaval; his life and career were similarly tumultuous. At one time he was celebrated as the father of his country after exposing the conspiracy of Catiline, and at the other, he was forced into exile. It was somewhat later than this that he retired from public life and concentrated on his writing; De Divinatione was written during this period in 44 BCE. A return to politics after the death of Julius Caesar was followed swiftly by his execution in 43 BCE. (Balsdon & Ferguson, 2023)
This work by Cicero was written in 44 BCE after his work De Natura Deorum, which discusses the existence of the gods and religion, as a ‘supplement to his earlier work’ (Cicero & Falconer, 1923, p214). Goar states that in De Legibus, he ‘manifests a wholly positive attitude toward Roman religion’ (1968, p241). Balsdon & Ferguson mention that he had religious experiences in his life and in writings appeared to support the existence of gods and the Roman religion (2023), agreeing with the claim by Burriss that he was respectful to religion (1926, p526). However, Balsdon & Ferguson also claim Cicero was an agnostic (2023). Burris states that ‘despite his religious disbelief’ (1926, p526), he was ‘willing, in outward show, to temporize with the traditional religion, for purposes of political and social expediency’ (1926, p524). 

De Divinatione does not discuss the existence of the gods; that subject was addressed in De Natura Deorum. Divination is mentioned in those works, but the subject has been expanded in this work; Quintus says ‘no doubt, you thought it more expedient to inquire into it in a separate discussion’ Cic. Div. 1.9 (trans. Falconer). Given the way in which he supported the religious argument in De Natura Deorum, Cicero may have used a separate work in this case in order not to cloud the conclusions of either work.

Cicero quite clearly states that De Natura Deorum was not intended ‘to destroy man’s faith in religion’ Cic. Div. 1.8 (trans. Falconer). At first, it could be surmised that he has a noble purpose, saying ‘what greater or better service can I render ... than to instruct and train the youth’ Cic. Div. 2.4 (trans. Falconer). To this end, Cicero states that he has ‘determined carefully and persistently to compare argument with argument’ Cic. Div. 1.7 (trans. Falconer) as he did for De Natura Deorum, implying that he will consider these arguments and only then make a determination of whether divination actually exists. However, Goar has argued that in this work, Cicero was ‘aiming to discredit divination’ (1968, p242) from the very start, although he states Cicero ‘carefully defines the object of his attack; not a benevolent deity, but divination’ (1968, p243).  Two possible reasons are given for this; either it is ‘a typical Academic argument’ (Goar, 1968, p245) or ‘an all-out polemic against superstition’ (Goar, 1968, p246).  This latter reason is borne out by Cicero’s later statements that ‘superstition ... has taken advantage of human weakness to cast its spell over the mind of almost every man’ Cic. Div. 2.148 (trans. Falconer) and so the service he intended was to ‘tear superstition up by the roots’ Cic. Div. 2.148 (trans. Falconer), not the unbiased determination previously promised. 

The work purports to be a written record of a discussion between Marcus Tullius Cicero and his brother Quintus Tullius Cicero; hereafter the characters will be referred to as Quintus and Marcus, while the author will be referred to as Cicero, in order to make clear any difference between Cicero as author and Cicero as character. 

In his article on literary dialogue, Levine (1958) has discussed the form of Cicero’s writings; De Divinatione was not the only one in which the discussion was presented as a written record of a conversation between individuals. He recognises that Cicero used this dialogue form, a Greek creation, consciously as a ‘highly effective means’ (1958, p146) of fulfilling the aims of his works. As a renowned orator, Cicero had made a ‘close study of the rhythms that were likely to appeal to an audience’ (Balsdon & Ferguson, 2023) and had ‘revolutionized the writing of Latin’ (Balsdon & Ferguson, 2023) into a ‘complex art form’ (Balsdon & Ferguson, 2023). 

The work is then structured so that the character of Quintus provides his views or arguments in favour of divination, which he states are ‘not only very old but they are endorsed by the consent of all peoples and nations’ Cic. Div. 1.11 (trans. Falconer). Following this, Marcus provides his refutation of the arguments. The decision to partition the work in this way was certainly a deliberate choice; when orating, Cicero ‘generally spoke last because of his emotive powers’ (Balsdon & Ferguson, 2023).

Early in the work, Marcus states that he has discussed divination many times, ‘but with somewhat more than ordinary care when my brother Quintus and I were together recently at my Tusculan villa’ Cic. Div. 1.8 (trans. Falconer). He takes care to set the scene for the reader; while they were strolling to the Lyceum Cic. Div. 1.8 (trans. Falconer), Quintus asked to discuss the matter ‘provided you are at leisure and have nothing else which you think should be preferred to such a discussion’ Cic. Div. 1.10 (trans. Falconer). Levine argues that Cicero’s description of the setting is consciously chosen, as he was aware of the ‘national prejudice’ (1958, p146) against such philosophic discussions, and was careful to show they ‘occurred under circumstances which did not interfere with the fulfilment of public duties and obligations by the participating speakers’ (Levine, 1958, p147). In presenting the work in this way, rather than as a bare list of facts and arguments, Cicero is using a form of narrative or storytelling, a ‘core way of structuring, representing and making sense’ (Toolan, 2006, p54) of the world. Toolan states that this ‘pervasive and routine’ (2006, p54) communication form is used all the time, as ‘there is always a point to narratives – we human addressees can learn something from the experiences of others’ (2006, p54).

This may imply that Cicero was aware of the ‘power of narratives to change beliefs’ (Green & Brock, 2000, p701), a field of study which has only relatively recently had significant research associated with it. Green & Brock (2000) have examined how narratives can be used to change beliefs, and argue for a mechanism they describe as transportation theory, which states that ‘to the extent that individuals are absorbed into a story or transported into a narrative world, they may show effects of the story on their real-world beliefs’ (Green & Brock, 2000, p701). 

The narrative style implicitly includes the use of characters to tell the story. Transportation theory provides the concept that ‘attachment to a protagonist may be an important determinant of the persuasiveness of a story’ (Green & Brock, 2000, p702) and this may have been understood on some level by Cicero. Levine suggests a similar idea, stating ‘he was keenly conscious of the necessity to have the right sort of people participate’ (1958, p147) as his characters were important and prestigious personages, not a random ‘bare-footed stone-cutter or sculptor ... conversing with idlers in the market place’ (Levine, 1958, p147). When writing De Divinatione, the Quintus character has been used to provide the common understandings around divination, so is the character the readers are most likely to identify with; he is putting forth their understandings of the subject and is their spokesman. Before he gives his analysis on the subject of divination, Cicero begins Book 2 with a substantial enumeration of his personal achievements Cic. Div. 2.1-2.7 (trans. Falconer); this may have been done so that the readers would treat the Marcus character as having the same prestige and eminence as Cicero himself.

Balsdon & Ferguson (2023) state that Cicero is regarded as ‘the greatest Roman orator’.  Although he almost certainly had no theoretical knowledge of how narrative style and transportation theory worked, his time in the law courts and previous written works had obviously honed his practical knowledge of how to use literary dialogue, dramatis personae, and word and sentence construction in order to present his points in the most persuasive manner possible.  

At the end of Quintus’ elucidation of the current understanding of divination, Marcus is complimentary; he says he has ‘come remarkably well prepared’ Cic. Div. 1.132 (trans. Falconer). However, while arguing for his position, Marcus’ language appears disdainful, such as ‘the very word Fate is full of superstition and old women’s credulity’ Cic. Div. 2.19 (trans. Falconer) and ‘what is the good of divination?’ Cic. Div. 2.20 (trans. Falconer). He also derides Quintus’ scholarship, claiming that ‘it is not becoming in a philosopher to introduce testimony which may be either true by accident, or false and fabricated through malice’ Cic. Div. 2.27 (trans. Falconer). This change in the way Quintus is regarded must have been deliberate. If, as Toolan argues, the narratives people use in conversation are ‘often highly constructed, with ‘artful’ uses of language – clever phrasing, word play, irony and exaggeration’ (2006, p55), then the word use and sentence construction in a written text would logically be even more constructed and artful.

Quintus first defines divination as ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’ Cic. Div. 1.9 (trans. Falconer). He then goes on to argue that ‘all things happen by Fate’ Cic. Div. 1.125 (trans. Falconer) but the knowledge of what will be ‘is possible only to a god’ Cic. Div. 1.127 (trans. Falconer). He argues, using ‘syllogism and examples of prophecies that have been fulfilled’ (Goar, 1968, p242), that ‘if even one such instance is found and the agreement between the prediction and the thing predicted is so close as to exclude every semblance of chance or of accident’ Cic. Div. 1.125 (trans. Falconer) then divination is real. This connects with his overarching belief, that ‘if the kinds of divination which we ... now practise are trustworthy, then there are gods, and conversely, if there are gods then there are men who have the power of divination’ Cic. Div. 1.9 (trans. Falconer). This is a summary of the Stoic argument:

If there are gods and (a) they love us, and (b) they are not ignorant of the future, and (c) they know that the knowledge of the future would be useful for us, and (d) it is not beneath their majesty to communicate with us, and (e) they know how to communicate with us, then divination [of which astrology is one type] exists.

(Lehoux, 2006, p5)
Marcus starts by ‘breaking the interdependence of Fate and divination’ (Goar, 1968, p242); he states that ‘if [an event] is certain to happen, chance does not exist’ Cic. Div. 2.18 (trans. Falconer), and therefore divination as Quintus defined it cannot exist. He further asserts that in order to reconcile the existence of both Fate and divination, Quintus would have to ‘change [his] definition of divination’ Cic. Div. 2.19 (trans. Falconer). He ‘then proceeds to demolish haruspicine’ (Goar, 1968, p243) arguing that by adhering to their belief in divination in this way, Quintus, and by extension all Stoics ‘utterly overthrow physiology’ Cic. Div. 2.37 (trans. Falconer). All of this leads to his point:

whatever comes into existence, of whatever kind, must needs find its cause in nature; and hence, when thought it may be contrary to experience, it cannot be contrary to nature. 

Cic. Div. 2.60 (trans. Falconer)
He further questions the logic in the Stoic argument used by Quintus, arguing they are ‘taking propositions for granted which are not conceded at all’ Cic. Div. 2.103 (trans. Falconer), and therefore their conclusion, that there is divination, is not proved. 

Cabrera states that Quintus’ qualification of events which happen by chance is necessary to distinguish ‘divination from mere practical wisdom or theoretical science’ (2020, p35). He goes on to demonstrate that while Quintus may have been ‘dialectically inadequate’ (Cabrera, 2020, p35), he does argue the case for divination in ‘two logically distinct forms’ (Cabrera, 2020, p35). 

The first of these is that ‘the universe contains an orderly system of sign and signified’ (Cabrera, 2020, p36) whereby each sign is consistently followed the event signified. Divination of this type is normally reliant on ‘records and usage’ Cic. Div. 1.72 (trans. Falconer). However, sometimes ‘the auspice or portent was without parallel and so has to be interpreted by analogy with known signs’ (Wardle, 2006, quoted in Cabrera, 2020, p36). Incorrect pronouncements by diviners were not because divination was false, but because of the incomplete knowledge they possessed, either of the sign or the signified action, and can best be described as ‘human beings are fallible’ (Cabrera, 2020, p36). 

When Marcus takes his turn, he argues against the notion of a system of signs and signified events, arguing ‘what connection there can be between the entrails of an animal and the structure and laws of the universe’ (Goar, 1968, p243). He also takes exception to the accuracy of diviners, arguing that ‘the historical track record of haruspices, astrologers, and other diviners simply is not what Quintus claims’ (Cabrera, 2020, p37). While this position might seem logical to modern sensibilities, with our reliance on the scientific method, Cabrera correctly states that to prove either side of this argument would depend ‘on having a detailed record of the success rate of the various practices of divination – something which is lacking here’ (2020, p37)
The second argument rests on the ‘inference to the best explanation’ method (Harman, 1965, quoted in Cabrera, 2020, p36); this briefly states that if a hypothesis can explain a set of facts, and if that hypothesis affords a better explanation that competing hypotheses, then it can be ‘rationally justified’ (Cabrera, 2020, p36). Cabrera shows that by using this method on the Flamininus example, Quintus is arguing that ‘these striking, one-off cases of apparent divination are either compelling evidence of the reality of divination or ought to be dismissed as a chance confluence of events’ (2020, p37). Marcus, in considering the Flamininus example, is quick to argue that the alternative hypothesis that the ‘standard-bearer had planted it stoutly and pulled it up timidly’ Cic. Div. 2.67 (trans. Falconer) would also be a possibility. For many of Quintus’ examples, he provides alternate hypotheses based on ‘non-divinatory explanation’ (Cabrera, 2020, p38); Cabrera remarks as well that sometimes Marcus suggests ‘these are better explanations and not merely explanations that are equally good’ (2020, p38). Cabrera continues that Marcus is countering Quintus’ argument by suggesting the ‘chance explanation is preferable to the divinatory explanations’ (2020, p39) not due to the unreality of divination, but by assuming that the gods ‘do not intervene in earthly affairs’ (2020, p39), an argument clearly based on ‘purely theological premises’ (Cabrera, 2020, p39).

Other scholars have differing views. Denyer (1985), in his examination of the work, has suggested that ancient divination and modern science have a number of similarities; they both believe ‘the world forms a single and unitary physical system’ (Denyer, 1985, p1), both ‘were expected to offer public comment on all manner of subjects’ (Denyer, 1985, p1) and this expectation was based on their ‘supposed expertise in prediction’ (Denyer, 1985, p1). Similarly, while neither may always be correct, both science and divination were held to be ‘correct too often for that to be due to chance’ (Denyer, 1985, p1). However, he posits that the Stoics view on divination ‘did not pretend to be scientific’ (Denyer, 1985, p2), as ‘the very fields in which divination is to operate are defined as those for which we have no science’ (Denyer, 1985, p3). The Stoics, he argues, understand that since the portents and omens are a form of communication, then ‘to understand and believe messages about the future is altogether different from coming to know of the future by reasoning from present causes to future effects’ (Denyer, 1985, p5), but Marcus, in arguing that these events are not following natural laws, ‘misses this point’ (Denyer, 1985, p6).

Cabrera states that ‘much scholarly work exists attempting to reconstruct the real intentions of Cicero in drafting the dialogue’ (2020, p34). Goar (1968) is an exponent of the traditional view that Cicero ‘meant to endorse the critique of divination given by Marcus’ (Cabrera, 2020, p1).  However, more recent scholarship, such as that by Denyer (1985) and Cabrera (2020), looks more closely at the actual logic of Cicero’s arguments and finds them wanting.  

This essay intended to critically analyse Cicero’s work De Divinatione in order to determine whether Cicero’s arguments were clear and compelling.  From the outset, Cicero appears to have been misleading as his statement of how he will carry out the work is not consistent with his statement of the purpose of the work, which was to root out superstition; performing an unbiased analysis cannot be possible if the desired outcome is already known.  

The most obvious purpose in writing the dialogue is as a scathing attack on the practice of divination, although on further analysis, the arguments of the Marcus character are not as strong as initially thought. He makes the assumption that divination methods can be analysed in relation to the laws of the physical world, while failing to address that divination is fundamentally outside of these; he has also failed to realise that his argument that the gods do not intervene relies on the very theological underpinning upon which divination also relies.  

Cicero has obviously spent much time on the form and style of the work, and his well attested practice in persuasive composition is demonstrated in a number of ways here.  It may be that these stylistic renderings were being used to disguise or obfuscate areas where his arguments may have not have been as clear and compelling as he would have liked, or it may be that because of his death in 43 BCE, so soon after writing the work, that he was prevented from editing the work to clarify these points.  Whatever the case, as it stands, the arguments against divination cannot be taken as being completely convincing.  
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