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Assignment 1: One 3000 word assignment (40% of marks) Critical Review: Analysis of a primary source document (1) A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against divination in De Divinatione Write a critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione
The source I will be discussing in this essay is De Divinatione, On Divination by Marcus Cicero. The source was written around 45 BCE or 44 BCE in Rome, where Cicero lived and worked. The aim of the source is to discredit or to argue for and against divination, practiced at that time. Cicero was the son of an auger, and followed in his father's career path, becoming an auger himself. As well as a philosopher, Cicero was part of the Roman Elite (Beard, M. 1986). De Divinatione was written to supplement Cicero’s previous work De Natura Deorum, On the Nature of the God’s. Cicero’s reasons for writing De Divinatione is to present arguments for and against divination, in all of its forms. It is written in as a dialogue literary form, where the two characters, Marcus and his brother Quintus Cicero, are having a conversation, arguing for and against divination. This is also seen in his work De Natura Deorum, where the two main characters, Balbus and Cotta, discuss issues. De Divinatione is set out into two books; Book 1 is Quintus Cicero advocating for divination and sets out examples of where divination has been used and ‘proved’ to be a reliable source. Book 2 is Marcus Cicero arguing against divination, and proposes that divination is simply, not true. It is important to add that Marcus is not denying the gods’ existence, but rather the messages from the gods, do not exist.
The rhetoric literary form of both books came into being with Plato and is a ‘Socratic Dialogue’. It is used by Xenophon, Aristotle, Plutarch, Porphyry, Iamblichus and Cicero. The dialogue form is an effective teaching strategy that dramatizes inquiry and is often used as a question-and-answer form. The literary form is effective at exploring a topic in depth and urges the reader to pay attention to both the questions and answers as it forces a consideration to pay attention to more than one side of an argument and demands interpretation by the reader. Divination in the last century BC has been proposed by modern scholars to have a certain level of scepticism (Smethurst and Taylor, 1949). This could explain Cicero’s reasoning for writing on such a matter in a very Roman rhetoric literary form, as well as indulging his skills as a storyteller (Schofield, M. 1986).
We must also take into consideration the timing of when the books were written and briefly look at the historical context. Roman philosophy had been influenced greatly by Greek philosophy in previous years (Beard, M. 1986). So much so, that Beard (1986) states that Roman philosophers were Greek philosophers, who were born Roman and living in Rome. Roman philosophers were so heavily influenced by Greek philosophy because there was little Roman philosophy before the interaction with Greek philosophers (Beard, M. 1986). For Cicero, as a loyal and just Roman citizen (Jackson, P. 2012), he was heavily influenced by Caesar in his writings (Krostenko, B. 2000). Greek influence was clearly an issue as Greek philosophy could not aid in the overcoming of Roman problems as Greek theories did not take into consideration Roman culture or religious beliefs, as Greek philosophy was made for the Greeks.
In the first book, Quintus explores divination of various natures amongst all kinds of people. Quintus describes divination as not an art, just as medicine is not an art as there is not always a cure (Wardle, 2006). Quintus does state that there is an art form which is divination that has been interpreted by those who have learned the ‘art’. Divination can also not be an art, for those instances where divination is random and could perhaps have been attained whilst in a frenzy. Quintus proposes various arguments for omens, dreams, portents, and divinations and includes a number of dreams, one being from Marcus himself, where Marcus is promised a ‘speedy and glorious return’ On Divinatione 1. 70, and ‘you said that no stronger proof could be given of a divinely inspired dream than this’. Referring to Marcus’ work as an auger, Quintus it almost bemused at his brothers’ dismissal of divinity. In Book 2 of De Divinatione, Marcus Cicero argues against divination, auguries, astrology, dreams, omens, auspices etc. And suggests there is an explanation for all things ‘divine’, even if we are unsure of said explanation. Referring to his own dream Quintas mentions, Marcus explains that when asleep, the soul becomes relaxed and walks freely through the remnants of our thoughts. Marcus’ closing chapter writes on the evils of superstition and his own efforts on how to eradicate it.
There is a lot of evidence for divination in book 1, which perhaps has been done purposefully or the reader to see weight in the argument for divination. Quintus’ examples are chaotic, which could suggest that the reader is to use their senses when reading it (Scholfield, M. 1986), and perhaps could be as chaotic as divination can be itself. However, book 2 is much more structured and Marcus’ arguments have a clear form. The language in Book 1 is profound and embellished language as Quintus argues for divination, he almost romanticises the art of divination through his arguments and Roman examples of divination. Quintas makes the point that Rome was governed properly when divination was considered, which suggests that to believe in divination is to have a deep sense of being Roman itself (Schofield, M. 1986). The use of examples of nature as something that is not just appreciated singularly, can give more depth to divination and more stance within its credibility. Birds flying can be seen as beautiful and perhaps numinous for some, which could give divination more credibility, as it may be something that people associate with the gods even without divination. Yet we cannot ignore that this may have been a strategy of the interpreters at the time. For example, Quintus speaks of how interpretations of birds could be a sign of divination, and the possible consequences of ignoring such divination (1:16. 40) ‘For just as to-day on important occasions we make use of entrails in diving – though even they are employed to a less extent than formerly – so in the past resort was usually had to divination by means of birds. And thus it is that failing to seek out the unpropitious signs we run into awful disasters. For example, Publius Claudius, son of Appius Caecus, and his colleague Lucius Junuis, lost very large fleets by going to sea when the augeries were adverse. The same fate befell Agamemnon; for, after the Greeks had begun to Raise aloft their frequent clamours, showing ascorn augur’s art, Noise prevailed and no the omen: he then bade the ships depart. But why cite such ancient instances? We see what happened to Marcus Crassus when he ignored the announcement of unfavourable omens.’ Like many of Quintus’ arguments, he explores the consequences of ignoring divination, as well as what happens if the omens are followed. This however could be put down to coincidence, which Marcus does point out in book 2. But as Marcus states, Quintus has done a successful job at defending the Stoics, in a ‘very Stoic way’ (Schofield, M. 1986. P 52). 
Some of the examples Cicero uses in book 2 can be seen as crude and extreme in comparison to book 1. For examples, when discussing dreams, Marcus states (2. 58) “Then Pythagoras and Plato, who are most respectable authorities, bid us, if we would have trustworthy dreams, to prepare for sleep by following a prescribed course in conduct and in eating. The Pythagoreans make a point of prohibiting beans as if thereby the soul and not the belly was filled with wind! Somehow or other no statement too absurd for some philosophers to make.” Marcus scoffs at both ‘respectable’ philosophers for proposing such a suggestion. This is a stark contrast to the language used in book 1, and as the language changes it almost diminishes the beauty of divination and a change in tone devalues it. Although there are two characters with different dialogue, both books explore the ideas of Cicero, which shows that there is a possible scepticism to the same degree of Marcus’ views, within Cicero himself, as well as the same level of trust in divination as Quintus. 
Cicero fully understands what divination is, how it has been used in both a Greek and Roman context. We see this through the depths of his writing, thoughts and language in book 1. As Marcus Cicero is a character in De Divinatione, it is easy to affiliate Marcus’ views with Cicero’s personal views, as opposing to Quintus’, but it is important to express how Quintus’ views are probably Cicero’s personal views too, and Cicero understands fully the possibilities of divination, and puts himself into both books a great deal (Schofield, M. 1986). This shows Cicero is capable of deep thoughts, feelings and ideas regarding divination, which brings into question why the stark difference in tone and ideas? Perhaps the purpose De Divinatione is for Cicero to think aloud, or maybe he is asking questions regarding divination and attempting to provide his own answers. Cicero’s work could be an exercise to explore his own ideas and reasonings for perhaps turning away from divination. There is no definitive conclusion that could explain what Cicero’s personal thoughts are, suggests further interpretation by the reader (Beard, M. 1986) but Cicero does state in 1. 10: ‘those who ask what my own opinion is on each topic exhibit more curiosity than they should’, which removes Cicero from either argument. 
It is important to note that Cicero does not deny the gods’ existence but does deny their messages in book 2. According to Flower (2000), Marcus denies divination as there is no universal system as to how divination is interpreted. Cicero gives the example (2. 226) of the Romans seeing the lefthand side being the favourable for divination, whereas the Greeks see the righthand side being favourable for divination. Flower (2000) states “Cicero thought he had scored a decisive point against divination when he asserted that there was no agreement in the interpretation of entrails by the seers (haruspices) of Etruria, Elis, Egypt, and Carthage, and this no universal system” (Flower, M. 2000. p, 113). Flower explains that the gods communicate differently to different people as we interpret things differently, naturally, therefore it is foolish to think that there would be a universal system for divination. Flower (2000) also mentions that uniformity was less important to the Greeks, which is probably why divination may had been more widely accepted by the Greeks. Jackson (2012) also reiterates that Cicero is not trying to disprove the gods’ existence, but in fact defends and advocates ‘religious customs and institutions as they are potential sources of virtuous behaviour amongst the less educated’ (Jackson, P. 2021. p. 295).
If we look again at the influence Greek philosophy had on Roman philosophy, that could potentially be a motivator as to why Cicero wrote De Divinatione. As previously mentioned, Roman philosophers earlier in the century were heavily influenced by the Greeks. Yet, when we read De Divinatione, one of the first remarks that Cicero makes (1. 1) is “We Romans have done many other things better than the Greeks” and mentions how even the word divination is associated with the gods in Latin yet means ‘frenzy’ in Greek. This criticism from Cicero suggests a Roman superiority over the Greeks. This is seen again in 2. 11. 8, as Marcus says to Quintus, “I am particularly pleased you have used a lot of Roman examples-and relating to famous and distinguished men”. However, modern scholars have suggested a ‘marriage’ between the Greeks and the Romans in regard to their writing styles, philosophy and experience (Schofield, M. 1986). Schofield (1986) suggests this is a harmonious ‘marriage’ between the Greeks and Romans yet fails to acknowledge that Cicero is a proud Roman, and although Cicero would probably have appreciated the work of the Greeks, and owed to the influence of their writings, there is a certain level of superiority for Cicero over the Greeks. This is seen in my above example of Marcus discussing divination from dreams, proposed by Pythagoras and Plato, whilst Cicero respects them and their work, he does ultimately scoff at them. The fact that the Greeks do not see uniformity as important (Flower, M. 2000), could be why Cicero thought it is important for the Romans to break away from Greek thought on divination, and explore ideas for themselves. If Cicero did see the Romans as superior to the Greeks, then he would want to move away from the ‘frenzy’ of divination. However, Cicero does not stop at the Greeks either. He mentions Persian ‘barbarians’ (1. 23) stating “It certainly must be true that even barbarians have some power of foreknowledge and of prophecy”. Cicero also infers that religion is a source for ‘virtuous behaviour for the less educated’ (Jackson, P. 2012. P.295), which shows a clear class division within Rome. As Cicero is an academic, he was ultimately a part of the Roman elite, and this shows he sees himself as superior to less educated Romans. 
In conclusion, De Divinatione provides two extreme views on divination. Cicero deeply understands divination and scepticism of divination, which suggests he has fully considered both arguments at some point, to present both cases with so many examples and in such a dialogue. It is fair to say that Cicero could be having a conversation with himself in trying to overcome questions about divination, as well as seeing its validity. Just as someone who follows a religion in the 21st century is presented with scientific evidence that could potentially implicate their faith; they choose to still be faithful. With divination, as with belief of all kinds, there is a faith that could be likened to a thing of beauty, which we see in the writing of book 1 and how Quintus presents his arguments. With book 2, there is a stark difference in the tone and language that could be interpreted as cold, which may be associated with scepticism of all kinds. The language used in De Divinatione is cleverly used to encourage the reader to come to their own conclusion about divination. The rhetoric literary form is successful in understanding both sides of the argument and is accessible to a range of readers. 
Cicero’s reasoning for presenting two arguments is perhaps something of a superiority complex or have an egotistical motive. As divination and philosophy is practiced further than Rome, Cicero may have thought it was time to move away from the Greeks and their modes of thought and it could be his own ego that is turning him away from divination. If Cicero and the Romans thought they were superior, then why would they not think it was time to move on from Greek academic influence? This is not to say that Cicero did not respect the Greeks and their work, but it could be a potential reason for writing De Divinatione. 
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