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

The expansion of philosophy reached the Roman conception of the world and more importantly their religious outlook. The concept of deities being involved in the formation and decisions of men started to become questionable in the eyes of those who followed in the induction of philosophy, the concrete idea of the study in the most basic form is to question everything, even without the answers. Cicero became a prominent figure within the study and covered various topics along with critiquing others works. His books, consisting of two, De Divinatione is a discussion between himself and his brother Quintus about the concept of divination within the Stoics view. He uses his words to ‘reteach’ Quintus to question everything, whilst criticising the Stoic’s approach to the subject. 

‘The foresight and knowledge of future events’[footnoteRef:1] Cicero explains his limited view of divination at the beginning of his De Divinatione. The philosopher goes on to explain the Roman people named the act of divination deriving from ‘divi’, meaning ‘gods’ and the Greeks derived theirs from ‘furor’ meaning ‘frenzy’[footnoteRef:2] What is interesting here in Cicero’s opinion is the idea that divination would mean humans are closer to gods, which is one reason he disregards the idea of divination. De Divinatione provides the audience with firstly, Quintus’ (Cicero’s brother) opinion on divination where the influence from the Stoics arguments is present. Secondly, Cicero’ response in which he attempts to defile the art of divination with a clever rhetorical approach. There is no subtle disdain in his writings on his stance on the art as one of the opening lines, he begins with ‘a really splendid and helpful thing it is – if only such faculty existed’[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Cicero. Div. I. 1-1]  [2:  Cicero. Div. I. 1-1]  [3:  Cicero. Div. I. 1-1] 


One of the contributing points to his discredit of divination is his perception of the act in a scientific approach. The Stoics believed the world forms a single and unitary physical system, that prevents the courses of events being corrupted by an external source in the sense of natural laws’ this determinism emphasises the concept the world events are predetermined thus allowing humans to predict (Denyer, 1985, 1). In the topic of divination, the Stoics apply this belief, even though some predictions are incorrect, when in comparison to the one’s that have been correct, the latter is the higher figure. One of Cicero’s arguments which he presents in book 2, ‘for when people are sick, we, as a general rule, do not summon a prophet or a seer, but we call in a physician’ [footnoteRef:4]Here is where his idea to place the art of divination into a scientific realm, where it should be not be placed. Even though there are parallels between the belief of divination and science, one focused more on atoms, genes, viruses etc, whilst the other focus’ on gods and the future, both exhibit different outcomes and views of the world, especially when the rules of divination are guided by nature. ‘Assuming that all the works of nature are firmly bound together in a harmonious whole (which, I observe, is the view of the natural philosophers and especially of those men who maintain that the universe is a unit), what connexion can there be between the universe ant the findings of treasure?’[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Cicero. Div. II. 3. 9]  [5:  Cicero. Div. II. 14. 33] 


It is not debateable that throughout De Divinatione, Cicero made an emphasis that he is not questioning the Gods existence, but he is questioning their capabilities to a particular extent; ‘how much weight should be given to the auspices, to sacred rites, and to religious observances, for we run in the risk of committing a crime against the Gods’[footnoteRef:6]. He begins to question how much of the future or fates the gods are aware of. Within Book 1 Quintus presents his stoic influenced opinion on his beliefs of divination; presenting prophecies within the Roman and Greek worlds that were fulfilled, for example ‘the statue of Summanus which stood on the top of the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus – his statue was then made of clay – was struck by a thunderbolt and its head could not be found anywhere, the soothsayers declared that it been hurled into Tiber and it was discovered in the very spot which they had pointed out’[footnoteRef:7]. Continuing with examples just as above, Quintus’ aim for his argument is to deduce that the art of divination has validity, specifically within the authorized practices of haruspices, augury and the prophetic significance of dreams (Goar, 1968, 242).  [6:  Cicero. Div. I. 4. 17]  [7:  Cicero. Div. I. 10. 16] 


In Book two Cicero begins his defence with the aim to discredit divination and condemn the Stoics arguments. However, his approach to the discussion is lacking a friendly interrogation of Quintus’ arguments, rather he pushes forward in a patronising manner, standing firm on the condemnation of divination, without fully questioning Quintus’ points. Another point he makes is regarding the interlink between fate and divination. Conceptualizing that fate and divination cannot interlink together. Firstly, an understanding of fate is important to acknowledge here. In the context of this review, fate means the future events of a nation, person etc is ultimately set in stone, due to the Gods will. In the context of divination, Cicero argues ‘of what advantage to me is divination if everything is ruled by fate? On that hypothesis what the diviner predicts is bound to happen.’[footnoteRef:8] Robert J. Goar agrees and simplifies it to mean those who advocate for divination and believe it is exists cannot possibly continue to advocate the cause if fate exists (Goar, 1968, 242). If Cicero indicates that the deities cannot foretell future events or the fate of everyone is justifiable, then his comparison with humans performing divination would make us closer to the Gods power than the concept of deities bred in the idea they created the world, but their powers are limited according to Cicero, meaning humans powers would be limited due to fate; ‘hence it seems to me that it is not in the power even of god himself to know what event is going to happen accidently and by chance.’[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Cicero. Div. II. 8. 20]  [9:  Cicero. Div. II. 7. 18] 


However, the premise of the Stoics argument is the separation between science and divination (Denyer, 1985, 6). Cicero throughout De Divinatione isn’t something that is understood. For example, ‘for by your insistence on the truth of soothsaying you utterly overthrow physiology.’[footnoteRef:10] In regard to animal sacrifice, Quintus provides the example of Julius Caesar, where his sacrificial bull had no heart in the entrails and as Cicero points out, ‘without a heart the bull wouldn’t be alive.’[footnoteRef:11] Presenting this argument that he emphasises; the example doesn’t equate to the scientific study of the body (physiology). Nonetheless, there are many medical reasons as to why the heart of the bull was reported missing, but in a divination perspective perhaps the view of this example is emphasized on the wrong part of the ritual. Perhaps divination is applicable in the bull situation not because the heart was missing but because it happened to be this very bull in particular that he chose to sacrifice, which is a theory observed with the Etruria (Sukhishuvili, 2006, 195). As a whole divination can be perceived on the entire ritual however, Cicero’s lack of detailing when attempting to dissect “absurdities” of divination ignores the potential expansion in which particular Romans saw and increased their belief. Additionally, as previously mentioned the attempt Cicero puts forward into placing divination under the category of science and combining the two defeats the purpose of what he is trying to argue against the Stoics, when that is their ultimate belief.  [10:  Cicero. Div. II. 36. 16]  [11:  Cicero. Div. II. 16. 37] 


Cicero hinted at his own use of haruspices during a time of crisis (Goar, 1968, 245). In 44BC when the De Divinatione was written, the Roman people were experiencing warfare and chaos with the death of Julius Caesar and the unexpected arrival of Octavian (Toher, 2004, 174). Cicero indicates at the political advantage divination can provide, hence his use of it previously. Nonetheless he proves himself a slight hypocrite in this regard and in another aspect of this writing. There is no doubt throughout his writing in books one and two that Cicero is against divination and is attempting to discredit all parts of the art, he informs Quintus of one particular view that has the potential to change the directory and belittle his own argument; ‘Publius Claudius and Lucius Junius, who set sail contrary to the auspices, were deserving of capital punishment; for they should have respected the established religion and should not have treated the customs of their forefathers with such shameless disdain.’[footnoteRef:12] His attempt to displace divination while claiming two people deserved capital punishment for opposing the auspice makes his whole argument questionable. Although his rhetorical approach to his argument as a whole provides interesting and fair questions in regards to different forms of divination, there seems to be something missing from his argument, especially when he deems capital punishment a good sentence for those who betrayed the divination results. [12:  Cicero. Div. II. 33. 71] 


Cicerco begins his next argument based on omens. It is understandable his approach to asking how small things like a crowing cock would have the divine powers to predict a big event like the victory if a city (Denyer, 1985, 6). However, the subtle influence of the gods’ messages has been explained, especially in prophetic dreams, which will be discussed further on. The idea is questionable, why is there a need for a big message for a big event? A small prediction in advance should be suffice or would be if the outcome is the same as the end result. Yet again, the process of the ritual in predicting something is not the only form of divination within the process. Why was it that particular cock that cawed? Why did it caw at that precise moment? The question of divination expands much further than what is implied in De Divinatione. The process leading up to the prediction is just as important, just in the same instance with the bull chosen for Caesar, why was it that particular bull that was chosen? 

‘By what principle of augury foes he deduce years rather than months or days from the number of sparrows?’[footnoteRef:13]  ‘What ‘symphony’, so to speak, or association, or what ‘sympathy’, as the Greeks term it, can there be between a cleft in a liver and a petty addition to my purse?’[footnoteRef:14] The Stoic conception of sumpatheia leads to the conclusion that everything is interconnected with each other and combine including the cosmos is completely missed in Cicero’s opinions (Denyer, 1985, 6). The philosopher’s approach to ‘affirm nothing and question everything’ (Sukhishvili, 2006, 198) limits the understanding of not only the act of divination as a whole but the understanding of the Stoic’s arguments that he is trying to discredit. The critics of the Stoic concepts and claim them to be illogical is missing one crucial factor in their arguments, the concept is placed on divination as a whole and not a breakdown of every singular point or process of divination. This is not to say Cicero’s work and opinions are illogical, he makes some excellent points against divination, however it is conceivable there is a misunderstanding or misinterpretation of the Stoic’s point, which has at times been criticised by modern scholars for being illogical. For example, Quintus in book one summed up the meaning of divination as ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance.’[footnoteRef:15]  However, divination was not used just for the foresight. Moving to Cicero’s approach to prophetic dreams, Quintus presents ‘when a girl was born with two heads, this foretold sedition among the people and adultery in the home.’[footnoteRef:16] Here the idea that the dream was presenting the adulterous behaviour at home, the concept of divination and what it achieves is more then foreknowledge.  [13:  Cicero. Div. II. 65. 40]  [14:  Cicero. Div. II. 14. 33]  [15:  Cicero. Div. I. 5. 8]  [16:  Cicero. Div. I. 53. 120] 


Quintus argues when the body is in a sleep state, the soul is ‘free from the influence of the physical sense and from other worldly cares that weight it down.’[footnoteRef:17] In the present, dreams are still a misunderstood phenomenon, with those who believe dreams are just a reconstructed protectory of images the conscious mind has seen or thought of over the span of days or months. Whilst others take a more in depth approach and believe, similar to the Stoics, that dreams are messages from deities or your subconscious and scroll through the internet attempting to find an interpretation that fits their current circumstances. The concept of dreams being prophetic is still an ongoing belief in some cultures. According to Cicero, the Stoics’ argument is that ‘our souls are divine and are derived from an external source; the universe is filled with a multitude of harmonious souls; therefore, because of its divinity and its contact with other souls, the human soul during sleep foresees what is to come.’[footnoteRef:18] Nonetheless, Cicero responds that what the eyes physically see can be distorted in the waking world, therefore the imagery of dreams is not itself a reliable source for foreknowledge; ‘to men who are sailing, stationary objects on shore seem to be moving; and also sometimes looking at a lamp, by some sort of optical illusion we see two flames instead of one. Why need I mention how many non-existent things are seen by men who are drunk or crazy?’[footnoteRef:19] There is no disagreement that the optical illusion can cause human vision in particular to see things that don’t exist, but the concept of prophetic dreams may also occur. For example, the idea of déjà vu, that even humans in the present day have experienced themselves going through that particular cycle adds an interesting perspective to the arguments of dreams. Surely, déjà vu would come under some form of foreseeing but in a more subtle and minimal way and not the foreknowledge of war etc. Perhaps, due to the lack of knowledge regarding this, déjà vu could perhaps be what some had experienced and pushed forward this idea as evidence for the art of divination and foresight.  [17:  Cicero. Div. I. 51. 115]  [18:  Cicero. Div. II. 58. 119]  [19:  Cicero. Div. II. 58. 120] 


Another problem to the notion of foretelling according to Cicero, is that of omens. He mentions the lightening striking twice, which he concludes, the lightening on the left is a favourable omen when it is proposed to hold an election (Denyer, 1985, 7).  Here he also adds to the discussion, in retaliation of Quintus’ argument, that ‘prefer to attribute this coincidence to a divine decree rather than to chance.’[footnoteRef:20] This dialogue is in reference to Quintus’s examples of thunder striking different statues, and these thunder bolts being sent by Jupiter himself. The thunderbolt itself being the omen, would sound absurd had there been no observation, for example, as Cicero does it again, his argument is focused on the omen itself and lacking any consideration for the surrounding events. If the bolt has struck the ‘infant statue of Romulus’[footnoteRef:21] during a rainstorm, then the potential of the lightning bolt being an omen from Jupiter is most unlikely and happened by chance. However, if the day was sunny and bright and the lightning bolt struck the statue, then perceiving it as an omen is more likely the case. Cicero’s argument is drawn from the lightning bolt itself only and not the surrounding implications from the before phase.  [20:  Cicero. Div. II. 21. 47]  [21:  Cicero. Div. II. 21. 47] 


The works of Cicero has awoken a debate throughout the Romans concerning the importance of divination. Although some of his arguments are questionable, there are some points that entice the reader to question their own views of the art. Nonetheless, there is evidence of a particular political angle at work within the De Divinatione, however it is minimal when in conjecture of the points he makes. The rhetorical questions he presents to his brother Quintus makes it difficult to find fault in his answer, however through acute observation and fine reading and details, the faults are there. Cicero’s responses entices the reader to ponder on such topics and understanding in regards to the laws of nature and the present day beliefs surrounding deities, religious thoughts, and forms of divination. However, his attempt to penetrate the Stoic’s arguments in particular areas are lacking a particular amount of evidence, and ultimately it is interesting to observe the miscommunication or even interpretation of the Stoic’s beliefs. 
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