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1	Introduction

The following essay provides a critical examination of core arguments concerning divination in Cicero’s On Divination, based on the translation by W. A. Falconer.[footnoteRef:1] For this purpose, section 2 will first outline the wider historical context of Cicero’s work. Section 3 will deal with the general structure of On Divination, mainly focusing on the dialogue as an ancient writing style within philosophical inquiries. In section 4, some of the core arguments of Quintus (Book I) and Marcus (Book II) for and against divination will be discussed separately before a general analyses of how both books relate to each other will be provided. Finally, the last section will sum up the main points which result from the analyses.   [1:  Cicero, On Old Age. On Friendship. On Divination., trans. by W. A. Falconer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923)] 


2	Historical Context of Cicero’s On Divination

The author of On Divination, Marcus Tullius Cicero, lived between 106 and 43 BCE.[footnoteRef:2] Cicero was a Roman Republican and already dealt in his teenage years with Greek, or Hellenized Roman, culture.[footnoteRef:3] At his time, high-quality training in rhetoric and philosophy was in general not available through Latin literature, so Cicero had to actively engage with Greek sources.[footnoteRef:4] Drawing on the wider historical context, in 88 BCE King Mithridates of Pontus proclaimed to liberate Greek cities from Roman rule.[footnoteRef:5] A as result, Greek scholars as Phaedrus (leader of the Epicurean school) and Philo of Larissa (scholarch of the Academy) left Athens and settled in Rome, both personally educating the young Cicero in philosophy.[footnoteRef:6] Cicero also became acquainted with Diodotus the Stoic, a dialectician whose training of Cicero’s skills in argumentation related directly to Cicero’s later career as advocate, politician and orator.[footnoteRef:7] On Divination is one of Cicero’s latest works which probably was finished about 45 BCE and, according to Manuwald, composed along with De natura deorum in his late post-political phase in which he dealt specifically with religious topics through philosophical inquiry.[footnoteRef:8] Before On Divination will be analysed in more detail, some of its general characteristic will be given in the next section.  [2:  Fernando H. Llano Alonso, ‘Cicero and Natural Law’, Archives for Philosophy of Law and Social Philosophy, 98 (2012), p. 157. ]  [3:  Jonathan Powell, ‘XV – CICERO’, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies. Supplement, 94 (2007), p. 333. ]  [4:  Powell, ‘XV – CICERO’, p. 334.]  [5:  Powell, ‘XV – CICERO’, p. 334.]  [6:  Powell, ‘XV – CICERO’, p. 334.]  [7:  Powell, ‘XV – CICERO’, p. 335.]  [8:  Cicero, On Divination, p. 214; Gesine Manuwald, ‘Die “religiöse Stimme“ Ciceros‘, in Autoren in religiösen literarischen Texten der späthellenistischen und der frühkaiserzeitlichen Welt, ed. by Eve-Marie Becker and Jörg Rüpke (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck GmbH and Co. KG, 2018), p. 49. ] 




3	General Structure of On Divination

In general, On Divination is composed of two Books in which Quintus Cicero and his brother Marcus provide arguments for and against divination in form of a dialogue. The dialogue form was already employed by Plato in order to pursue the soul by discussion.[footnoteRef:9] In Plato’s Phaedrus Socrates says to Phaedrus ‘[…] If he (note: Lysias) has composed his writings with knowledge of the truth, and is able to support them by discussion […] such a man ought not to derive his title from such writings, but from the serious pursuit which underlies them.’[footnoteRef:10] As Moors points out, the Platonic dialogue contains an esoteric and an exoteric level, the former being recognised by those of philosophical capabilities, the latter focused by those who rely closely to the written word.[footnoteRef:11] The reader of the Platonic dialogue, as argued by Futter, is forced to assume a deeper meaning within the dialogue by which one becomes more engaged with the text.[footnoteRef:12] In On Divination Quintus first provides his arguments for divination (Book I) to which Marcus responds with his sceptical point of view (Book II), a pattern that is, according to Powell, characteristically for Cicero’s dialogues written around 45 BCE.[footnoteRef:13] However, scholars hold the opinion that Cicero may have used the Greek dialogue form and the balanced lengths of both books in order to let the reader decide for himself whether divination is true or not.[footnoteRef:14] In order to investigate, if this and other interpretations can be supported by evidence from the texts, the following section discusses some of Quintus’ and Marcus’ arguments in more detail. [9:  Kent F. Moors, ‘Plato’s Use of Dialogue’, The Classical World, 72 (1978), p. 78. ]  [10:  Plato, Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus., trans. by Harold North Fowler (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1914), Phaedrus, 278c-d; for a more detailed analyses see also Charles Griswold, ’Style and Philosophy: The case of Plato’s Dialogues’, The Monist, 63 (1980), p. 534.]  [11:  Moors, ‘Plato’s Use of Dialogue’, p. 84.]  [12:  Dylan Brian Futter, ‘Variations in Philosophical Genre’, Metaphilosophy, 46 (2015), p. 255. ]  [13:  Powell, Cicero, p. 339. ]  [14:  Jürgen Leonhardt, Ciceors Kritik der Philosophenschulen (München: C. H. Beck, 1999), p. 67; Beard, Mary, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), 33-46. Malcolm Schofield,‘Cicero for and against Divination’, The Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), 47-65. ] 


4	Analyses of Book I and Book II

4.1	Book I: Quintus’ Arguments for Divination

For the following analyses of Quintus’ arguments Book I will be divided along two main characteristics: (1) Those parts that deal with the nature and causes of divination (1.1-1.25; 1.79-1.87; 1.109-1.118; 1.124-1.131) and (2) those parts that deal with positive examples i.a. drawn from historical and other cultures’ records (1.26-1.78; 1.88-1.108; 1.118-1.124).[footnoteRef:15] Quintus’ strong reliance on practical examples can be read as a result of his own statement that one should rely more on outcomes of divinatory practices than on finding the reason why divination works.[footnoteRef:16] This becomes evident when he says i.a. about entrails ‘[…] I accept their meaning; I do not know their cause.‘[footnoteRef:17] As Schofield points out, Quintus follows here presumably the Stoic way of argument that one can at least know that something happens without knowing why it happens.[footnoteRef:18] As the analyses of this essay aims to elaborate Quintus’ core arguments for divination, those parts of his speech will be focused in more detail that deal with its nature. [15:  Cicero, On Divination, Book I; Brian A. Krostenko, ‘Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione’, Transactions of the American Philological Association, 130 (2000), p. 371. ]  [16:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, p. 51. ]  [17:  Cicero, On Divination, Book I, 16. ]  [18:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, p. 51.] 

Analysing the core of Quintus’ argument for divination, his stance can be summed up as follows: (1) There are gods (1.3-1.12) and, following from that, (2) they care about human affairs and give signs (1.82-1.83).[footnoteRef:19] However, Quintus also claims that not every divinatory act is caused by direct communication with the gods. Therefore, he distinguishes two kinds of divination: the natural and the artificial one (1.11).[footnoteRef:20] As an example of natural divination Quintus refers i.a. to dreams (1.113), saying that the human soul ‘[…] never divines naturally, except when it is so unrestrained […] as happens in the case of frenzy and of dreams’.[footnoteRef:21] However, when it comes to the interpretation of dreams, Quintus refers to the fallibility of the interpreter (1.60; 1.124).[footnoteRef:22] He goes even further to claim that absolute correctness in predictions based on divination were only possible if human beings souls could discern every causal link, but he says  that ‘[…] such knowledge is possible only to god.’[footnoteRef:23] Based on this kind of argument, Quintus immunises natural divination against critique based on negative examples which would provide evidence that divination does not work. The same kind of argument he uses in the case of artificial divination which works through the regular and long term observation of signs, saying that the art of artificial divination sometimes fails as does e.g. the art of medical treatment (1.24).[footnoteRef:24] [19:  Christoph Schäublin, ‘”De divination” und Poseidonios‘, Museum Helveticum, 42 (1985), pp.163-164. ]  [20:  Cicero, On Divination, Book I, 11. ]  [21:  Cicero, On Divination, Book I, 113. ]  [22:  John Patrick Frederick Wynne, ‘Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion: De Natura Deorum and De Divinatione’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Cornell University, 2008), p. 186. ]  [23:  Cicero, On Divination, Book I, 127. See on this also Frank Cabrera, ‘Evidence and explanation in Cicero’s On Divination’, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, 82 (2020), p. 36.  ]  [24:  Cicero, On Divination, Book I, 24.] 

Concluding Quintus’ main arguments for divination, they can be summed up as follows: (1) Gods do exist, (2) they care about human beings, (3) they send messages through signs which, however, can be misinterpreted by human beings and (4) the misinterpretations of those signs do not provide evidence that divination is not real, thereby immunising divination against counterexamples. Furthermore, Quintus provides no alternative theory that would systematically explain the causes of divination while he strengthens his point by referring to many single cases in which the correct outcome was predicted by divinatory techniques. Based on this arguments, Marcus’ reply to Quintus will be analysed in section 4.2. 

4.2	Book II: Marcus’ Arguments against Divination

While Marcus follows Quintus premise that there are gods, he is doubtful about the real cause of divinatory phenomena. Marcus provides in 2.29 the following reasoning: ‘Surely if entrails have any prophetic force, necessarily that force either is in accord with the laws of nature or is fashioned in some way by the will and power of the gods.’[footnoteRef:25] This quote reflects Marcus’ central premise that natural causes and divine will represent mutually delimited forces. Although in Book II Marcus is sceptical about divination in general, he approves the Roman practice of augury for the sake of religious and political tradition.[footnoteRef:26] Both these lines of Marcus’ arguments will be analysed throughout this section more closely.  [25:  Cicero, On Divination, Book II, 29. ]  [26:  Cicero, On Divination, Book II, 70-75. ] 

First, Marcus’ natural argument will be explored exemplary by his treatise of the ‘Chaldeans’ to whom he refers in 2.92 to 2.94.[footnoteRef:27] The term ‘Chaldean’ in this sections is used as synonym for ‘astrologers’, a common usage of this term in the Greco-Roman world.[footnoteRef:28] Marcus argues in these sections that the astrologers fail to recognise the differences of the stellar constellations impact due to the fact that different places produce different horizons and weather phenomena. Therefore, Marcus points out that the astrologers (erroneously) insist that all persons are born to the same fate who are ‘[…] born at the same time, regardless of the place of birth.’[footnoteRef:29] Beside the fact that Marcus deals with astrology here as a kind of natural phenomena by discussing it along with weather-related influences – which ought to be included in a proper astrology – he presumably ignores the ancient astrologers’ actual practices. While in Egypt the rising sign (decan) on the eastern horizon was already calculated in the third millennium BCE, in the Ancient Greco-Roman world the first documented natal charts that contain the rising sign (‘horoskopos’) can be dated to 71 BCE and 42 BCE.[footnoteRef:30] Although Marcus’ actual knowledge about astrological practices cannot be deduced from this finally, his argument against the Chaldeans does not take into account the place-related astrological doctrine of the ‘horoskopos’.  [27:  Cicero, On Divination, Book II, 92-93.]  [28:  Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum,’Chaldeans, astrologers’, in The Encyclopedia of Ancient History, ed. by Roger S. Bagnall, Kai Brodersen, Craige B. Champion, Andrew Erskine and Sabine R. Huebner (USA: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2013), p. 1435. ]  [29:  Cicero, On Divination, Book II, 93.]  [30:  Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum and Micah T. Ross,’The Role of Egypt in the Development of the Horoscope’, in Egypt in Transition, ed. by Ladislav Bareš, Filip Coppens and Květa Smoláriková (Prag: Charles University, 2010). p. 155; O. Neugebauer and H. B. van Hoesen, Greek Horoscopes (USA: J H. Furst Company, 1987), p. 76. ] 

Secondly, Marcus accepts the existence of the gods while doubting that from this necessarily the truth of divination can be conceded.[footnoteRef:31] In 2.104 Marcus doubts the premise that gods are disposed kindly towards human beings if they exist because he does not see a good reason for this assumption.[footnoteRef:32] Furthermore, Marcus concludes in 2.135 that even if the gods would give signs, as e.g. through dreams, ‘[…] obscure messages by means of dreams are utterly inconsistent with the dignity of gods.’[footnoteRef:33] As pointed out by Krostenko, Marcus projects in this passage the behaviour of the Roman social elite – good men do not give obscure signs – on the gods.[footnoteRef:34] Marcus’ reliance on social related norms can further be outlined through his acceptance of the Roman practice of augury because of its religious and political tradition (Marcus himself was a politician and augur before he composed On Divination, yet he rejects divination in the sense of the Greek ‘mantike’.[footnoteRef:35] Beard holds that this stance reflects the clash of Hellenistic philosophy with Roman politics that results from Cicero’s attempt to incorporate the former into the latter through his philosophical writings.[footnoteRef:36] This line of interpretation is also supported by evidence brought forward from Leonhardt, who points out that Cicero confirms his belief in divination in 2.32-33 of De legibus (‘[…] I think that an art of divination, called μαντική by the Greeks, really exists, […]).[footnoteRef:37] Cicero’s sceptical view in On Divination, however, is based on his more philosophical investigation of the topic in accordance with the critical approach of the Academy (see section 4.3 for the detailed analyses).[footnoteRef:38] [31:  Cicero, On Divination, Book II, 41.]  [32:  Cicero, On Divination, Book II, 104. ]  [33:  Cicero, On Divination, Book II, 135.]  [34:  Krostenko, ‘Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione’, p. 358. ]  [35:  Cicero, On Divination, Book II, 70-75.  ]  [36:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 41. ]  [37:  Leonhardt, Ciceors Kritik der Philosophenschulen, p. 68; Cicero, On the Republic. On the Laws., trans. by Clinton W. Keyes (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1928), On the Laws, Book II, 32-33.]  [38:  Leonhardt, Ciceors Kritik der Philosophenschulen, p. 72.] 

To conclude, Marcus does not take Quintus’ premise for granted that gods care about humans beings and therefore give them signs. Furthermore, Marcus separates divine will and natural causes, the latter used by him as kind of alternative explanation for the cause of divination, comprehensible by his treatment of astrology along with weather-related phenomena. His approval of augury, however, seems to indicate ambiguities in his personal stance against divination. How his arguments and apparent ambiguities fit in the general structure of Book I and II will be discussed in the next section. 

4.3	The Relationship between Book I and II

Looking at the argument between Quintus and Marcus, earlier Scholars as Goar proposed that Book II represents Marcus’ real voice and that he rejects divination personally.[footnoteRef:39] Contrary, Beard and Schofield hold that the critical stance in Book II reflects rather the critical style of the Academy used by Marcus and not his personal opinion.[footnoteRef:40]  [39:  Goar, Robert J., ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, 99 (1968), pp. 246-247. ]  [40:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 43-45; Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, p. 58. ] 

Recurring on this scholarly debate, the analyses of sections 4.1 and 4.2 provide evidence that there are mainly two reasons to assume that Book II is rather not to be read as a simple rejection of divination: (1) The dialogue’s aim is to evoke the reader’s own thinking, (2) Marcus does not falsify Quintus’ arguments because he argues with counter-examples that are not based on Quintus’ premises. The first argument is even supported by Marcus’ own words at the end of Book II: ‘[…] and, without asserting any authority of its own, to leave the judgement of the inquirer wholly free.’[footnoteRef:41] Concerning the second argument, Krostenko holds the opinion that Book I and II represent a purely fideistic vs. a strictly sceptical approach towards divination thereby both pointing dialectically to a tertium quid.[footnoteRef:42] This view is further supported by Cabrera who convincingly elaborated that Marcus’ counter-arguments, which mainly rely on natural explanations, do not falsify Quintus’ divine explanations because none of both explanations can rule out the other one as long as none is preferred a priory as the more plausible.[footnoteRef:43] As a result, Marcus’ counter-arguments are not just about naturalism or rationalism, but rather they are based on theological premises made a priory – e.g. comprehensible due to his denial that the gods give signs to human beings.[footnoteRef:44] [41:  Cicero, On Divination, Book II, 150. ]  [42:  Krostenko, ‘Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione’, p. 354. ]  [43:  Cabrera, ‘Evidence and explanation in Cicero’s On Divination’, p. 37-38. ]  [44:  Cabrera, ‘Evidence and explanation in Cicero’s On Divination’, p. 42; Cicero, De Divinatione, 2.135. ] 

Based on the analyses within this essay and more recent scholarly discussion of On Divination, the argument is made that Marcus does not simply reject divination nor does he express his personal opinion. Furthermore, he does not falsify the possibility of divination based on his natural arguments, rather, he refuses a priory some of Quintus’ premises.
5	Conclusion

Concluding the analyses of Cicero’s On Divination two main points can be outlined: (1) Quintus’ arguments for divination are based on the premise that gods exist, care about human beings and therefore give them signs and (2) Marcus’ counter-arguments are based on the stance that gods not necessarily give human beings signs and that natural causes can provide alternative explanations for divinatory phenomena. As the more detailed comparison of Book I and Book II in section 4.3 could reveal, On Divination provides no final conclusion about the truth status of divinatory phenomena as this is the purpose of the work’s dialogue form which is related to the Platonic tradition. Book I and Book II rather represent two different approaches within the discussion of divination – a fideistic and a sceptical one – which can be seen as equally reasonable because Marcus builds up his counter-arguments on different premises than Quintus does. As a result, it is about the reader to decide whether to share Quintus’ or Marcus’ arguments or, alternatively, to elaborate a third position. 
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