
A Critical Review of Plutarch’s Arguments for Divination in De defectu oraculorum (On the Obsolescence of Oracles).
This essay will be analysing one of Plutarch’s later works called the Obsolescence of Oracles and will be split into four main parts. These sections will be: who was Plutarch and his place in history, An overview of the Obsolescence of Oracles and its context, and it will examine parts within the text that discuss the decline of oracles. The first two sections will look at the brief contextualisation and the background of this work that would not be known from just reading it and may sway the readers understanding of the text. While the last section will make up the majority of this paper and will look at what is actually being said within his writing. This analysis of the text will be asking questions like why this is mentioned, is there something important about this, what is the point he is actually trying to make, is he drawing any conclusions about what he is saying, and several other similar questions. However, as this paper will not be able to examine the whole text and can only cover a limited amount, there will likely be several parts of the text that may have to be overlooked in the analysis. It will concentrate on those aspects related to divination and Plutarch’s attitude towards it.
Who is Plutarch?  
Plutarch was a Greek philosopher and biographer who was born c. 45 CE and died c. 120 CE. He lived in the town of Chaeronea in the region of Boeotia for most of his life except for when he was studying under the Platonist Ammonius in Athens.[footnoteRef:1] Plutarch became a very famous author and wrote an expansive list of works on a range of topics and people. A list called the Lamprias Catalogue, supposedly compiled by his son Lamprias[footnoteRef:2], was a list containing 227 different works all attributed to Plutarch and even with this vast number it was still an incomplete list. Unfortunately, only about 100 of these works have survived to the modern day.[footnoteRef:3] Plutarch is famous for his writings and he had written many works on both rhetoric and philosophy. He had studied both extensively like many other Greek writers. Martin points out that the rhetoric and orator side of Plutarch are often overlooked but argues that they should not be as it displays another side to Plutarch.[footnoteRef:4] Furthermore, he continues that these skills would have undoubtedly had an impact on his writing with how ingrained into him they would have been from his time studying them.[footnoteRef:5]   [1:  Martin, 2002, p. 715]  [2:  Karamanolis, chap. 1, para. 2]  [3:  Martin, 2002, p. 716]  [4:  Martin, 2002, p. 718]  [5:  Martin, 2002, p. 723 - 724] 

What is On the Obsolescence of Oracles?
The works of Plutarch were separated into two main groups. Philosophical writings and historical-biographical writings. The philosophical works, of which On the Obsolescence of Oracles is one, have all been published under the name Moralia that came from the first collection that all covered ethical issues and were found in the same manuscript. Since then, the term has still been used to refer all of them even though they do not all cover ethical issues.[footnoteRef:6] The work that this paper is focusing on is one such work that does not pertain to ethical dilemma. It is one of several works that focuses on theology and the relationship between the gods and man[footnoteRef:7], particularly concerning issues of divination practices. [6:  Karamanolis, chap. 1, para 2]  [7:  Karamanolis, chap. 1, para 6] 

Many of the writings within the Moralia are dialogues between several characters discussing what the particular topic is at hand, with On the Obsolescence of Oracles being one of these. Since they are in the form of speeches there is likely possibility that Plutarch’s studies of rhetoric may influence the writing of these works. While discussing the influence of rhetoric on Plutarch’s writing Martin suggests the idea that the Moralia display this rhetorical influence and cannot be held as a reliable source for Plutarch’s actual opinion.[footnoteRef:8] Although he does not state that the Moralia which includes On the Obsolescence of Oracles is one of these that he deems as less reliable, it would still seem prudent to take this thought into consideration when analysing arguments Plutarch has written. As a longstanding priest at Delphi, famous for its oracle, it is likely that On the Obsolescence of Oracles presented Plutarch’s actual views through the voices of its characters. [8:  Martin, 2002, p. 718] 

In these dialogue works one of the characters will act as a narrator and be the character that the reader will have as a first person speaker. For this particular work that is the character Lamprias, Plutarch’s brother.[footnoteRef:9] Brenk points out that he may be an odd choice as the primary speaker because Ammonius is also present and so this would become like “the student lecturing the professor on philosophy” and that in other works where Lamprias is present he does not display the same intellect that he does here.[footnoteRef:10] Plutarch may have chosen to use Lamprias to represent himself in this situation[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Brenk, 2023, p. 8]  [10:  Brenk, 2023, p. 8]  [11:  Plutarch, p.348] 

Overall, the content of On the Obsolescence of Oracles is a discussion between several people on why they think that the profession of the oracle is on the decline. They give several ideas and also give reasons for they are wrong. While they are talking on this topic, they branch out several times into related topics that allow them to introduce new reasons for the decline or to explain why someone else’s idea was incorrect. What follows will be a look at some of the ideas pertaining to the decline of the oracles.  
Discussion of the decline of oracles
At the start of the piece of work after the meeting of the characters and a brief debate about an eternal flame in the shrine of Ammon which one of them had seen the conversation quickly shifts towards the main issue of the work with Lamprias asking about the oracle instead of the eternal flame and mentioning that “great was the ancient repute of the divine influence there, but at the present time it seems to be somewhat evanescent”[footnoteRef:12]. Immediately Demetrius shifts the conversation from those far away oracles to the local ones but keeps on the same issue and brings forth the true topic of why they are not as prominent as they once were. He states that:  [12:  Plutarch, p. 361, 411.E] 

“There is no need to make any inquiries nor to raise any questions about the state of affairs there, when we see the evanescence of the oracles here, or rather the total disappearance of all but one or two; but we should deliberate the reason why they have become so utterly weak. What need to speak of others, when in Boeotia, which in former times spoke with many tongues because of its oracles, the oracles have now failed completely, even as if they were streams of flowing water, and a great drought in prophecy has overspread the land? For nowhere now except in the neighbourhood of Lebadeia has Boeotia aught to offer to those who would draw from the well-spring of prophecy. As for the rest, silence has come upon some and utter desolation upon others.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Plutarch, p. 361, 411.E - F] 

In this opening remark Demitrius turns the discussion to the oracles of Boeotia that would have been well known to Plutarch as he was born and lived in this area for most of his life.[footnoteRef:14] This would most likely explain why this particular oracle in Lebadeia and the disappearance of the ones in the surrounding region are mentioned since Plutarch would have direct knowledge about the situation and could use his own knowledge to develop the conversation of his characters. This idea also makes sense with the fact that he immediately abandons the conversation about the foreign oracles decline in favour of the situation of the local ones. The context within the world of the work also encourages this action as the characters have met up in near that region of Greece and so would themselves rather talk about an issue more relevant to themselves than one that is far removed from them. However, he may have brought up the other oracle before bringing up the idea that this is not just an issue in Greece but a wider spread one that is happening across the empire. Thus, giving importance to this issue to everyone who may read this work instead of just those who would be in the local area of Boeotia.  [14:  Martin, 2002, p. 715] 

This section also draws great emphasis on how much Plutarch believes that the oracles have declined. Demetrius talks as if the oracle has almost gone extinct and the particular wording of “total disappearance”, “utterly weak”, “great drought”, and “utter desolation”[footnoteRef:15] all emphasise this idea of the near complete disappearance of the oracles. Being as this is the introduction of the main discussion of this work and Plutarch is using such powerful language may suggest to the degree of seriousness that he gives to this issue. Even though the number of oracles would have been dwindling and much lower than in their prime after the Peloponnesian Wars, the extent of this decline would most likely not be this extreme. In fact, the tradition of oracles lasted even into the 4th century CE as there were still Christian authors writing attacks against their continued existence.[footnoteRef:16] As the tradition of the oracle apparently continued into the 4th century CE this could suggest that Plutarch overstated their decline. [15:  Plutarch, p. 361, 411.E - F]  [16:  Kennedy, 2003, p. 19] 

But now onto the answers to the very question that Plutarch himself has posed. Why did he think the number of oracles was declining? The discussion moves into a bath house where they meet up with the rest of their group and open the conversation of the oracles to them as well. We then get a quick back and forth through several reasons for their decline while also being given counter arguments for these ideas as well. The first of which was said by Didymus and his idea was that 
“It is indeed a wonder, when so much wickedness has been disseminated upon earth that not only Modesty and Righteous Indignation, as Hesiod said long ago, have deserted the life of mankind, but that Divine Providence also has gathered up its oracles and departed from every place! Quite the contrary, I propose that you discuss how it happens that the oracle here has not also given out, … which is constantly being occupied with shameful and impious questions people propound to the god.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Plutarch, p. 367 – 369, 413.A - B] 

Didymus is explaining here that he believes the gods have abandoned the people and removed the power of divination from the oracles because they have lost the right to use such a power. He has proposed that the dwindling number of oracles is due to the lack of them being deemed worthy by the gods. The reason he gives of impious and shameful questions being the reason for the gods to abandon them does not seem to be well reasoned as the oracle has always been used for very mundane problems that are not often related to religious matters. This idea is also readily argued against by Lamprias as he says, “it is not likely that he should deny his utterance to people of the present day because of their unworthiness, when he is responsible for their birth and nurture and their existence and power to think”.[footnoteRef:18] Thus refuting the idea of Didymus, based on the personality of Apollo as the source of rationality, and the fact that he is the one who therefore gives form to the way that people act and think. It is unlikely that Apollo would deem mundane questions as unworthy.  [18:  Plutarch, p. 369 – 371, 413.D- E] 

In his own argument, Lamprias suggests that the actual cause for the disappearance of oracles is simply that the population of Greece has lowered and that there is not a need to have as many as there once was.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Plutarch. P. 373] 

In his own discussion about the actual ending of the tradition of oracles Kennedy repeatedly mentions how their existence relied upon the patronage of the common people, who used the oracles for mundane and everyday advice. It was this connection in the community that kept them thriving.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Kennedy, 2003, p. 17] 

In the later parts of the work Lamprias gives a speech about how the daimones gives the power to the oracle to be able to perform their prophetic duties. Brenk gives a very good summary of this idea. He tells us that the idea of Lamprias is that they gain the power from a catalyst of the exhalation in the Delphic oracle chamber that comes from the ground and that they are losing in numbers because this catalyst is becoming weaker.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Brenk, 2023, p. 9] 

Plutarch does not appear to give a full account of how divination works although he appears to be convinced of it’s efficacy. [footnoteRef:22] However, as a priest of Delphi he had a vested interest in the role of the god remaining pre-eminent in divination. Where he can find an explanation in the material world he favours the natural explanation over the supernatural. For example, in the story of the eternal flame at Ammon using less oil each year, where one of the characters suggests that this is due to the year getting shorter, the others refute and give more rational explanations as to why this may be happening. [22:  Schroder, 2020, pp145-168] 
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