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Write a Critical Review of Plutarch’s Arguments for Divination in De Defectu Oraculorum (On the Obsolescence of Oracles).

Word Count: 1950

Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk42355503]This essay will critically review Plutarch’s arguments for divination in his treatise, On the Obsolescence of Oracles. We will unfold the arguments by starting with who Plutarch is, how his position as an insider in Delphi, possibly affected his stance on divination. Thereafter, delving into what is divination, particularly oracles, the communication between the god’s and the priestesses; leading onto Plutarch’s relationship with the oracular divination. We will look further and focus on Plutarch’s arguments on the decline of oracles and the various sources Plutarch draws from, in his argument for divination.

Plutarch
Plutarch (c.45-120 CE) was a Platonic Philosopher, who studied under Ammonius, which led to many treatises and essays on topics from metaphysics to theology.[footnoteRef:1]  Later, becoming a priest at the Temple of Apollo in Delphi[footnoteRef:2], allowing him the privilege of insider knowledge and experience regarding divination. Clive Ruggles considered being an insider, as an ideal method of exploration, suggesting indigenous people are better placed to investigate their own beliefs, acknowledging ‘human agency’ and ‘intervention’.[footnoteRef:3]  This implies, Plutarch was ideal to explore the oracles, as he had first-hand experience. On the other hand, it could be deemed as subjective due to his position; as Elsa Simonetti highlighted in Plutarch’s dialogue, those who took a positive stance regarding the oracles were all ‘religious men, initiated into mysteries’.[footnoteRef:4] Nevertheless, the narration is by Lamprias, who was Plutarch’s brother; Plutarch may have used his brother ‘to represent himself, possibly because of the official position held by Plutarch at Delphi’,[footnoteRef:5] as an effort to eliminate any forms of bias. Another, potential bias was Plutarch’s association with distinguished men, which gave his work a political stance (George Karamanolis, 2020).[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, we should be mindful of the insider outlook and possible bias Plutarch may present in his arguments for the oracles. [1:  Plutarchus, ‘Plutarch: A Biographical Sketch’, Classical Biography Selected from ‘Plutarch’s Lives’ (Edinburgh: Ballantyne & Company, Paul’s Work, 1865), p.ix.]  [2:  Plutarch, On the E at Delphi (Independently Published, 2017).]  [3:  Clive, Ruggles, ‘Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy’, Accelerating the Rate of Astronomical Discovery (Rio de Janeiro: Proceedings of Science, 2009), p.10.]  [4:  Elsa Simonetti, ‘An Analysis of De Defectu Oraculorum’, A Perfect Medium? Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch (Belgium, Leuven University Press, 2017), 2, p.60.]  [5:   Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.349.]  [6:  George, Karamanolis, ‘Plutarch’, The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Summer 2020 Edition), accessed 10 May 2020, https://plato.stanford.edu/cgi-bin/encyclopedia/archinfo.cgi?entry=plutarch.] 


A counter argument to the aforementioned biases, is the dialogue format used by Plutarch; which has many benefits, as it allows the unfolding of different perspectives expressing minimal bias. Plutarch was highly influenced by Plato, he mentions Plato’s work on numerous occasions,[footnoteRef:7] this could be another reason for the dialogue format, which was Plato’s preferred format, as is evident in his works.[footnoteRef:8] In addition, dialogue as a format encourages critical thinking and as Constance C. Meinwald points out, dialogue has ‘the benefit of philosophical progress that cannot be obtained merely by being told ‘the answer’.[footnoteRef:9] In Psychology Tools, Socrates’ dialogue and questioning method is used as a contemporary framework in CBT therapy, as a ‘guided discovery in which the therapist asks a series of carefully sequenced questions to help define problems, assist in the identification of thoughts and beliefs, examine the meaning of events, or assess the ramifications of particular thoughts or behaviours’[footnoteRef:10] it is an effective process for self-inquiry, which may be a possible reason philosophers in antiquity, like Plutarch, used the dialogue technique.  [7:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), pp. 377, 487 and 491.]  [8:  Plato, Plato Complete Works, trans. by Donald J. Zeyl, ed. by John M Cooper (Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997).]  [9:  Constance C. Meinwald, ‘Plato’, Encyclopaedia Britannica’, (Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc. 2020) accessed 10 May 2020, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Plato/Dialogue-form. ]  [10:  A. T. Beck, & D. J. Dozois, Cognitive therapy: Current status and future directions. Annual Review of Medicine, 62, (2011) 397–409, accessed 10 May 2020, https://www.psychologytools.com/professional/techniques/socratic-questioning-socratic-dialogue/.] 


Divination and Oracles
Divination according to Pauline Ripat is ‘a means to seek out the gods’ will’,[footnoteRef:11] which is what Plutarch’s De Defectu Oraculorum focuses on, using oracles as a form of divination. Nicholas Campion, points out oracles are ‘an important source of advice for traditional custom, the interpretation of sacred law or a preview of the future’.[footnoteRef:12] Alternatively, Krzysztof Ulanowski suggested oracles were ‘a dialogue between man and god’,[footnoteRef:13] which Cicero pointed out, that ‘men may approach very near to the power of gods’.[footnoteRef:14] It is evident in these definitions that, oracles as a form of divination is held in high reverence.  [11:  Pauline Ripat, ‘Greek Divination’, The Classical Review (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 59, 2, p. 526. (pp.526-527)]  [12:  Nicholas Campion, ‘Greece: Homer, Hesiod and the Heavens’, A History of Western Astrology, Vol I, The Ancient World (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2008) p.130.]  [13:  Krzysztof Ulanowski, ‘Mesopotamian Divination. Some Historical, Religious and Anthropological Remarks’, Miscellanea Anthropologica et Sociologica (Poland: Gdansk, 2014), 15, 4, p. 14. ]  [14:  Cicero, On Divination, trans. by W. A. Falconer, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), p.223, 1:1. ] 


[bookmark: _Hlk41135169]Plutarch deemed the oracles as ‘the most flourishing period’,[footnoteRef:15] especially that of Delphi, he was enamoured by the form and described those who possessed prophecy as having a natural ‘pleasant perfume’[footnoteRef:16] surrounding them. Although, Plutarch was enthralled and placed high importance on divination, there were those who as Michael Scott suggested mocked ‘the consultation of oracles was lampooned in Greek comedy’.[footnoteRef:17] This mocking emphasises the insider and outsider debate, as Plutarch being at the forefront of Delphi witnessed the benefits of oracles and those who mocked as outsiders were unable to comprehend. [15:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.363.]  [16:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.411.]  [17:  Michael Scott, ‘Oracle’, Delphi: A History of the Center of the Ancient World (Woodstock: Princeton University Press, 2014) p. 25.] 


Plutarch’s divinatory stance is further enhanced, by his explanation that the oracles are a voice of God, but not as ‘ventriloquists’ but through ‘the race of demigods midway between god and men’.[footnoteRef:18] Hence, linking oracles to the divine, through their interaction with demigods. Plato, who influenced Plutarch’s philosophy, also advocated interconnectedness and considered when looking for the divine ‘we must search in all things if we are to gain a life of happiness’.[footnoteRef:19] There is no separation between divinity, nature and humanity and for Plutarch, the oracles were a way to express and deepen this connection. Lucien Levy-Bruhl’s concept of ‘the law of participation’ supports the idea of interconnectedness, he drew attention to the native’s relationship with ‘mythical animals’,[footnoteRef:20] which is also supportive of Plutarch’s notion of demigods. Levy-Bruhl, identified tribes using various forms of divination; however, Plutarch argued, that all souls had access to divinatory power but, it is ‘dim and hardly manifest’.[footnoteRef:21] Hence, advocating the need of oracles, who are connected to the divine.[footnoteRef:22] [18:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.377 and p.379.]  [19:  Plato, ‘Timaeus’, Plato Complete Works, trans. by Donald J. Zeyl, ed. by John M Cooper (Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), p. 1270, 69.]  [20:  L. Levy-Bruhl, ‘The Law of Participation’, How Native’s Think (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1926), p. 94.]  [21:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.377 and p.467.]  [22:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.501.] 


Plutarch further advocated the importance of oracles as a form of divination, suggesting the sun has the ‘power of vision in our perceptive senses, just as the god does for the power of prophecy in the soul’.[footnoteRef:23] Therefore, endorsing the necessity of divination being imperative to the soul, as the sun is to our senses. Hence, divination is not only for pleasure or entertainment, as can be verified by Richard Stoneman, who points out Sarapion’s argument ‘that one should not be looking for artistic skill in prophecies’.[footnoteRef:24] This point is also  detailed in Plutarch’s Moralia: The Oracles at Delphi No Longer Given in Verse, the change of delivery in the oracles from verse to prose. Hence, advocating the importance, and not just seeking pleasure in expression, but paying heed to the message from the gods. Accordingly, Cicero considered ‘the ancients were influenced more by actual results’,[footnoteRef:25] advocating the reason oracles sustained their power, was those who came for consultations, left with satisfactory advice. Nevertheless, Marcus Manilius endorsed divination and thus oracles ‘by their art to discern the destinies dependant on the wandering stars’.[footnoteRef:26] Acknowledging, oracles use artistic expression to relay divine messages. As we can see Plutarch held a strong stance as an advocate of the oracles, he saw the beauty and ‘fragrance’.[footnoteRef:27] Therefore, it is questionable, whether divination can be devoid of art and prose. [23:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.377 and p.475.]  [24:  Richard Stoneman, ‘New Questions for the Oracles: Platonism and Theology’, The Ancient Oracles: Making the Gods Speak (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), p.174.]  [25:  Cicero, On Divination, trans. by W. A. Falconer, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), p.231.]  [26:  Manilius, Astronomica, ed. and trans. by G. P. Goold (London: Harvard University Press, 1977) I, 52-54, p.9.]  [27:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p. 411.] 


Decline of Oracles
Even though, Plutarch’s treatise On the Obsolescence of Oracles is based on their decline, throughout the dialogue Plutarch held a stance in favour of the oracles and divination. Plutarch’s favourable perspective is evident, when he scolded Didymus for suggesting ‘that Divine Providence also has gathered up its oracles and departed’.[footnoteRef:28] Simonetti suggested that being a religious man, Plutarch would not denigrate the divine but he would ‘acknowledge the majesty and supreme ontological status of god’.[footnoteRef:29] Simonetti’s notion, is further outlined when Plutarch defended, that the Divine does not disappear leaving the oracles but changes occur, the same as disappearances and extinctions of  natural phenomena, ‘the works of gods may die, but not the gods.’[footnoteRef:30] Interestingly, Plutarch placed blame of the oracular decline, not on the Divine but on the demigods, whom exist ‘between god and men’,[footnoteRef:31] and if they ‘forsake the oracles, these lie idle and inarticulate’.[footnoteRef:32] Supporting Simonetti’s idea of Plutarch being a holy man, whose faith in the Divine remained steadfast, even when there were changes occurring and the oracles were declining. Furthermore, Simonetti considered Plutarch’s reverence to the divine and being a priest, may have given him an advantage over outsiders, for ‘the transcendent realm cannot be grasped by human mind’.[footnoteRef:33] Supporting this notion was Didymus’s dialogue, who passionately stated, ‘righteous indignation’[footnoteRef:34] has disappeared in human life. Which Plutarch vehemently disregarded as mentioned earlier, he remained in awe of divination. [28:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.369.]  [29:  Elsa Simonetti, ‘An Analysis of De Defectu Oraculorum’, A Perfect Medium? Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch (Belgium, Leuven University Press, 2017), 2, p.61.]  [30:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.477 and p.377.]  [31:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.385.]  [32:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.461.]  [33:  Elsa Simonetti, ‘An Analysis of De Defectu Oraculorum’, A Perfect Medium? Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch (Belgium, Leuven University Press, 2017), 2, p.65.]  [34:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.367.] 


The faith Plutarch displayed for the oracles, may have been influenced by Plato. Throughout the Obsolescence of Oracles, as mentioned previously, Plutarch references Plato’s work often, using it to defend his arguments for oracular divination.[footnoteRef:35] Plutarch touches on Plato’s theory of the unchanging and intelligible realm of ‘Being’ and the changing realm of ‘becoming’ expressed in the treatise Timaeus.[footnoteRef:36] The reference to the unchanging realm of ‘Reason and Providence’,[footnoteRef:37] may compel one to consider it to be the Divine realm, which the oracles tap into with the aid of the demigods. Plutarch, continues to unravel Plato’s ideas by referring to ‘the perceptible universe, even when arranged in some such orderly way as this, is not pure’.[footnoteRef:38] Therefore, just as the changing universe has impurities, so do the oracles which leads to ‘continual transmutations and rebirths.’[footnoteRef:39] Plutarch continued to argue for oracle’s as a form of divination, as the Divine is always present, it’s other circumstances that cause changes, as ‘the power of the spirit does not affect all persons nor the same persons always in the same way’,[footnoteRef:40] hence justifying the decline on the ever-changing, outward sources and not the divine. [35:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.487.]  [36:  Plato, ‘Timaeus’, Plato Complete Works, trans. by Donald J. Zeyl, ed. by John M Cooper (Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), pp.1224-1291.]  [37:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p491.]  [38:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.487.]  [39:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.501.]  [40:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.501.] 


Similarly, when discussing spirit and the divine, Levy-Bruhl pointed out the rational mind will ‘never know the inwardness of the native mind’ or the ‘mystical nature’.[footnoteRef:41] Which supports Plutarch’s argument, that the younger generation disregard ‘the beautiful and divine origin, and ascribe everything to bodies and their behaviour’.[footnoteRef:42] Whereas, bringing the two together is ideal, so we don’t make oracle divination ‘godless or irrational’.[footnoteRef:43] Likewise, Clive Ruggles reviewed the effects of ‘the superiority of the scientific method’ on divination and cosmology, which leads to a lack of ‘open-mindedness and tolerance’,[footnoteRef:44] within the academic field. Consequently, leading to ‘the gradual internalization of supernatural experience’,[footnoteRef:45] as noted by Gillian Bennett, which could be a possible reason for the decline in oracles. [41:  L. Levy-Bruhl, ‘The Law of Participation’, How Native’s Think (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1926), p. 70.]  [42:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.491.]  [43:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p493.]  [44:  Clive, Ruggles, ‘Indigenous Astronomies and Progress in Modern Astronomy’, Accelerating the Rate of Astronomical Discovery (Rio de Janeiro: Proceedings of Science, 2009), p.13.]  [45:  Gillian Bennett, ‘‘If I Knew You Were Coming, I’d Have Baked a Cake: The Folklore of Foreknowledge in a Neighborhood Group’’, Out of the Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 1995), p.124. ] 


On the other hand, it is imperative to look at the validity of oracle prophecy; as Michael Flower noted, that if the invalidity of gods power and messages were confirmed, the Greek religion and belief system collapses. Flower, also highlighted the famous quote by Euripides ‘the best seer is the one who guesses well’.[footnoteRef:46] Cicero similarly argued that the best oracles were those that ‘conjectures best’.[footnoteRef:47] Plutarch’s defence to scepticism was that the priestess and in turn the prophecy, is affected by internal and external circumstances, hence the care of the priestess is important.[footnoteRef:48] However, Hugh Lloyd-Jones pointed out that Christianity was becoming powerful and was ‘hostile to the pagan oracles; since it did not deny their effectiveness, it was obliged to attribute it to the agency of demons’.[footnoteRef:49] Plutarch’s treatise doesn’t touch on this point but it’s worth considering. As throughout the treatise, Plutarch maintained a stance of defence towards the oracles, even though he noted the various arguments through his dialogue. [46:  Michael Attyah Flower, ‘Disbelief and Skepticism about Seers: Is the Best Seer the One Who Guesses Well?’, The Seer in Ancient Greece (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2008), pp. 137 and 138.]  [47:  Cicero, On Divination, trans. by W. A. Falconer, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), p.383.]  [48:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), p.497.]  [49:  Hugh Lloyd-Jones, ‘The Delphic Oracle’, Greece & Rome. 23, 1 (1976), p. 72.] 


Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk42538159]In conclusion, this essay critically reviewed Plutarch’s arguments for divination, particularly that of oracles. We can conclude from Simonetti, that Plutarch was an insider and therefore, held a positive view of the oracles. Plutarch, drew upon his personal knowledge within Delphi, portraying the divine connection, which can be seen through those who prophesise. He was heavily influenced by Plato, which was evident in Plutarch’s use of the dialogue format and his outlook of interconnectedness; which Levy-Bruhl supported with the concept of the law of participation. However, the arguments against oracular divination, was discussed by Flower who was sceptical regarding the validity of the messages. Whereas, Ruggles outlined arguments he found in the academic field, regarding science’s superiority and lack of open-mindedness. Throughout the dialogue, it is evident that Plutarch had a deep understanding and connection with the oracles of Delphi and hence the steadfast arguments for divination.
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