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Introduction
This paper will discuss to what extent, anthropological theories and observations can assist in our consideration of the study of magic and divination in the Greco-Roman period.  This paper will largely focus on Classical Athens, examining the evidence for the use of divination and magic, shown, + or referenced, in terms of archaeology, literature, and theatre of the Greco-Roman period in focus.  

The evidence offered will be viewed through the lens of the anthropological methodologies of archaeology, linguistic anthropology, and ethnohistory only, as the other traditional anthropological approaches of participant observation, and use of an informant are not possible when considering an ancient civilization. 

Whilst the paper will largely note an historical ethnological approach in terms of contemporary civilizations, reflections on more recent anthropological case studies in terms of magic and divination, will offer consideration of the relevance of their findings to the Greco-Roman world.

Definition of Anthropology
Eriksen[footnoteRef:1]. defines anthropology as “the comparative study of humans, their societies and their cultural worlds. It simultaneously explores human diversity and what it is that all human beings have in common.”   He adds that: “it tries to achieve an understanding of culture, society and humanity through detailed studies of local life, made sense of through comparison and contextualisation”[footnoteRef:2] However, a review of anthropological approaches to Magic and Divination ,appear to demonstrate a largely emic approach to understanding, with a potentially different approach to interpretation.   [1: Eriksen,T.H , What is Anthropology? 2nd Edition (Pluto Press 2017). p3]  [2:  Eriksen,T.H , What is Anthropology? 2nd Edition (Pluto Press 2017) p8] 

In this way, anthropological study has traditionally sought an emic approach to its study of a civilization, necessitating the anthropologist living amongst the subject tribe or civilization to fully be able to watch, listen and understand whilst being part of the society itself.  A Contradictory example is the work of Evans-Pritchard[footnoteRef:3] whilst living amongst the Azande people.   [3:  Evans-Pritchard EE, Witchcraft, oracles and magic among the Azande, (Clarendon Press 1976). ] 

As a result, the problem in relation to studying the anthropology of an ancient civilization; which disappeared hundreds; perhaps thousands of years ago is more problematical and seemingly requires an etic, or outsiders approach to the anthropology, unless methodologies can be found which will allow the anthropologist to sufficiently submerge themselves into the subject matter to the extent that they can begin to imagine how the experience of magic or divination might have felt in that society. 
However more recent anthropological studies have shown that new methodologies, such as that of immersing yourself into the question of magic or divination in a contemporary society may partially breach those blocks.  One example would be work of Susan Greenwood,[footnoteRef:4] in an effort to understand better the practice, feelings, and relevance to society of a similar practice, can provide something approaching an emic experience, thereby facilitating more informed anthropological and historical assumptions. [4:  Greenwood S, Magic, Witchcraft and the Otherworld: An Anthropology, (Routledge, Abingdon, Oxford. 2020). ] 

Furthermore, Detienne[footnoteRef:5] discusses whether more of an emic, ethnohistorical approach could  be determined, should the anthropological research be undertaken in combination with Hellenic historians; who have an interest in the national identity of Greece, both then and now.  His suggestion is that more of an understanding of an ancient people is gained, if their own national descendants are asked for their own thoughts about their ancestors with “an approach that could combine the recommended degree of empathy with the long-stance view that was always de rigueur.”[footnoteRef:6] [5: Detienne, M.  The Greeks and Us, trans; Lloyd J. (Polity Press, Cambridge, 2007).]  [6: Detienne, M.  The Greeks and Us, trans; Lloyd J. (Polity Press, Cambridge, 2007). p128.
] 


Anthropological theories to be examined in this paper.
The anthropological theories and observations to be utilized in this paper to support the study of magic and divination in terms of ancient evidence, include the archaeology of 5th Century Athens, where it identifies evidence for the study of magic or divination, linguistic anthropology, with particular reference to 5th Century Athenian drama; where references are made to magic or divination, and the historical works of Herodotus and Thucydides. Further, this paper will reference ethnohistory in terms of references to magic and divination in a wider geographical and social context.
Later in the paper I will evaluate the relevance of some newer methodologies, through consideration of the findings of Evans-Pritchard in his time with the Azande, in terms of his of interpretation of findings on witchcraft and divination, and whether the observations he made about the Azande view, could be reasonably used for Ancient Greece.
I will also briefly examine the work of Susan Greenwood[footnoteRef:7], in terms of whether her study of magic in the present, can help add value in terms of our understanding of how the rituals would have felt for the participants, and their audience.   [7:  Greenwood S, Magic, Witchcraft and the Otherworld: An Anthropology, (Routledge, Abingdon, Oxford. 2020).] 


The Ancient definitions of magic and divination
Hornblower and Spawforth note that as a concept, there was no clear definition of magic in antiquity, describing instead the evolution of the concept from Persian Magi, through what they term the “doubtful” practices of Greek Sorcerers, and that the concept began to attract negative connotations[footnoteRef:8].  However, it is clear that magic was perceived as something akin to religion, and perhaps is best described as black magic, in terms of something not necessarily accepted by the whole state, and religion being perceived as white magic by the populace.   [8:  Hornblower S, & Spawforth A. (Eds).  The Oxford Classical Dictionary, Third Edition Revised. (Oxford University Press 2003)`p 908.] 

Whereas Hornblower and Spawforth note that in antiquity, divination was at the heart of Greek religion[footnoteRef:9] and note references from Xenophon within his Symposium[footnoteRef:10] to “guidance through sayings and dreams and omens” as one of the benefits conferred by the gods.  [9:  Hornblower S, & Spawforth A. (Eds).  The Oxford Classical Dictionary, Third Edition Revised. (Oxford University Press 2003)`p 487]  [10:  Xenophon,  Memorabilia Oeconomicus ; Symposium ; Apology, Trans. Henderson J, Marchant E.C, and Todd O.J.   New Edition. (Harvard University Press, 2013)] 

However, Magic is defined in anthropology as a belief or practice which seems to rely on human ability to control the supernatural.  It is also defined as superstition.
Whilst magic is defined as a practice that seeks to bring benefit to the individual, it is very close to religion, which seeks to bring benefit to the society.   
Magic has historically been treated by earlier anthropologists as a practice of more primitive societies, and merely an evolutionary starting point only in a journey through religion and science.
 A key example of this point of view is the work of Frazer[footnoteRef:11] who considered magic to be the practice of primitive, or less intelligent people in society.  [11:  Frazer, J.G, The golden bough: a study in magic and religion, (Wordsworth,  1993)] 


Evidence for the belief in divination and Magic in Ancient Greece.
We are lucky that there is rich and diverse evidence for magic and divination in ancient Greece. This comes from a variety of sources which may be considered to fall under the anthropological lens.  
Firstly archaeology, which has offered the opportunity of analysis of sacred spaces connected with magic and divination, whether it be sanctuaries, temples, the living space of ordinary families, monuments, graves, or the site of the famous oracle at Delphi. Archaeology has also offered pottery finds with magical or divinatory images, curse tablets, inscriptions, amulets, and good luck charms.  One key example are the remains of the site of the Delphic oracle, and in The Histories[footnoteRef:12] Herodotus provides as many as 29 accounts of visits to the oracle by various city states, leaders and politicians.   [12:  Herodotus, The Histories, (Penguin Classics, London. 1954). ] 

However, without the second anthropological methodology, that of linguistic anthropology, our understanding would be far more limited. The written evidence that remains in terms of historical writings, philosophy, theatre, and poetry help us to better interpret the archaeological evidence for magic and divination.  Contemporary writers, seeking to create debate, or just to create art; such as a playwright were all trying to capture not only the facts of the practice at that time, but also to describe how both the participants, and those viewing the practices felt.  Taking the example of the plays created for the Dionysia in 5th Century Athens, the resulting public performances were witnessed as part of the religious festival, and then judged.  Therefore, to capture the interest and the imagination of the audience, there had to be an element of truth in the magic and divination pieces performed; something that would have engaged and convinced the audience, this is therefore providing an Emic interpretation of the elements performed, but which was validated by the watching population of Athens. 
Arguably, the earliest Greek anthropological ethnohistory which discusses magic and divination is Herodotus,(490-420 BCE) who “based his work on his own observation, inquiry, conjecture and rational analysis”[footnoteRef:13] Whilst Herodotus did not necessarily live amongst all the communities described within his Histories his strong representation of having; wherever possible; seen his subject matter with his own eyes, provides us with a valuable representation of the 5th Century Athenian attitudes and experience of magic  and divination.  For example, Herodotus describes the importance of the attendance of a Magus at sacrifices performed at that time in Persia, along with the fact that sacrifices were permitted to be performed not for individual gain, but only for the benefit of the whole community.  This demonstrates and example of the anthropological theory of functionalism, showing that in 5th Century Persia, magic and divination for the society, rather than the individual shows that functionalism an accepted part of society.   [13:  Herodotus, The Histories, (Penguin Classics, London. 1954). Introduction p xv111.] 

Herodotus also specifies that temples and altars were not used for religio-magical ceremonies[footnoteRef:14], explaining and contextualising any lack of 5th Century Persian sacred-space related archaeological information. In this case the limitation of the current anthropological methodology of archaeology, would have been unproductive without the contextualisation provided by Herodotus’ work. [14:  Herodotus, The Histories, (Penguin Classics, London. 1954). Book 1, line 132] 

Similarly, Thucydides (46-400 BCE)	provides many emic insights into life in 5th Century Athens which would not have been available to modern anthropologists without his record.  Of particular interest is his account of plague in Athens as he offers a first-hand account of the+ horrors of the infection[footnoteRef:15].  Within that account, Thucydides refers to the Athenians recalling an oracle that that the Spartans had receive, telling them that during the Peloponnesian invasion “that the god himself would be on their side[footnoteRef:16]” which the Athenians felt was justified by the fact that the plague that devastated Athens, as they hid inside their city walls during the invasion, had not affected their opponents at all.  [15:  Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, (Penguin Classics, London. 1972). Book 2. Line 47.]  [16:  Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, (Penguin Classics, London. 1972). Book 2. Line 54] 

Another example from Thucydides showing the importance of divination to the Athenian people, when he notes that they “became angry with the prophets and soothsayers and all who had……by various methods of divination, encouraged them to believe that they could conquer Sicily”[footnoteRef:17] This use of linguistic anthropological study demonstrates two key points regarding divination in 5th Century Athens, firstly that divination was key in terms of state wide decision making by the people.  Secondly, where Hornblower uses the translation; “they were also furious with the oracle-collectors and the seers” he makes the point that there is clear definition here of at least two entirely separate forms of practiced divination at the time[footnoteRef:18]. [17:  Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, (Penguin Classics, London. 1972). Book 8. Line 1]  [18:  Hornblower S, A Commentary on Thucydides Volume III:  Books 5.25-8.109. (Oxford University Press. Oxford 2008) p750] 

Thucydides also shows the importance of magic, and superstition to the 5th Century Athenians, when he explains the concern and fury of the populace, and the immediate action of the ruling authorities when a number of Hermae were desecrated overnight, before the fleet had sailed.  The fear was that the desecration would bring bad luck to the fleet about to leave for Sicily.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, (Penguin Classics, London. 1972). Book 6. Line 27] 

Using examples, such as these from Thucydides and Herodotus, through the lens of linguistic anthropology greatly enhances our knowledge of the involvement of magic and divination in the ancient world, and offers us greater details, and clarifications that we would otherwise not have gleaned.  
Sophocles (496-405BCE)’ play Oedipus the King[footnoteRef:20] demonstrates the Athenian wide spread belief in the importance of auguries, with Oedipus’ father being warned that his son would kill him, and marry his Mother, and despite both the King and later Oedipus desperately trying to avoid the fruition of the prophecy, they all failed in the end.  With this play performed at the Dyonisa in Athens in front of the Athenian people, this myth would have been well-known, and demonstrates the belief of the people in divination. [20:  Sophocles, The Three Theban Plays, Trans, Fagles, R. (Penguin Classics, London 1984)] 

Similarly, Aeschylus’ play Agamemnon describes Cassandra; who was credited with having previously foretold the doom of Troy was carried with the Trojan Horse , and now as a prisoner of Agamemnon, Cassandra is cursed is crying in pain at the horror of her visions. [footnoteRef:21] [21:  Aeschylus, The Oresteia, Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, The Eumenides, Trans; Fagles R (Penguin Classics, New York, 1977) lines 1438-1140] 

However, the considering the relevance of a study of linguistic anthropology, the fullest description of the use of magic and divination in the ancient world is arguably found in Cicero’s treatise on Divination [footnoteRef:22] where as part of his argumentation, he describes the widespread use of magic and divination in the ancient world, examining the Roman world at that time, considering practices, geographies, similarities, differences and validity of the practices in each country.   There can be no doubt from his work, that magic and divination had existed, and continued to exist in many countries, developed, and developing within the Roman Empire.   [22:  Cicero M,T,  Treatises of M.T. Cicero : On the nature of the gods ; On divination ; On fate ; On the republic ; On the laws ; and On standing for the consulship, (HG Bohn, London)  ,
] 

Thirdly, the anthropological disciplines of ethnography and particularly ethnohistory pull together all the strands, and further complement our understanding.  Reviewing the significant number of ethnohistories covering this period is significant, albeit every one will fasten on a point in translation, or a change in the anthropological review of that period, generally neither containing an amended view of the approach to divinity or magic within the area, generally because such things were considered magical and therefore personal.
Whilst there appears to be a clear view in antiquity that divination formed an important part of religion, magic itself remains problematical.  Stein & Stein explain that early anthropologists historically categorised magic separately from religion, however that today most anthropologists categorise magic as part of religion as it is part of the same supernatural structure[footnoteRef:23].     [23:  Stein R and Stein PL, The Anthropology of Religion, Magic, and Witchcraft, Fourth Edition (Routledge 2017) Ch 7 page 146] 

If we accept that magic and divination have been part of the societal, or personal practice of mankind for millennia, with still many millions of people in the 21st Century, retaining a belief and practice, whether it be in personal or group; Wicca, Voodoo, Earth Magic, or Astrology, we must accept that the feeling that any practitioner, throughout history would not always have reflected the beliefs of either his own, or current understanding. 
Relevance of modern anthropological methodologies for the study of Greco-Roman ancient history 
Evans-Pritchard carried out what would have been considered a traditional anthropological exercise in the 1920s, when lived amongst the Azande tribe in Africa[footnoteRef:24].   He learned their language, he learned about their beliefs, but perhaps the most interesting discoveries, were not in terms of their attitude to magic, and witchcraft, which they considered to be a part of daily life, contentedly living alongside their belief in Christianity.   The most interesting and adaptable part of his study to the ancient world, was that when a villager had consulted both the oracle, and the Witchdoctor about whether or not his mother would die, various tests were carried out, including performing oracles by poisoning chickens.   At the end of the cycle, it was found that although the oracle had said that the villager’s mother would live, she died a week later.  The final comment was that the villagers attributed no more importance; or lack of credibility to this than an unanswered Christian prayer.  In the mind of the Azande, all were approaches and each result were still equally valid. [24:  Evans-Pritchard EE, Witchcraft, oracles and magic among the Azande, (Clarendon Press 1976). 
] 

Therefore, if we can translate the experience of Evans Pritchard amongst the Azande, to the experience of a 5th Century Athenian, it is possible that they felt the same way.   They had asked a question, they had asked for the gift of saving a loved one from sickness or death, but if it didn’t happen, it did not negate their faith in either their gods, or in the power of divination and magic.  
Reading through the accounts of Thucydides, and Herodotus when it comes to ancient Athenian use of the oracles, it seems logical to assume that whilst there were some complaints, a good number of Athenians put it down to no more than the changing will of the gods.  We have no evidence to presume any sudden change of religion, or practice, and if we transpose the attitude of the Azande onto the 5th Century Athenians, perhaps it was a similar state of recognition, or resignation in the face of that perceived as a greater power.  
Whilst this is an inconclusive position, if the anthropologist chooses to believe that mankind reacts in a similar way to the Azande, in the face of magic, divination, and religion, The interesting question, is whether or not, mankind has never had the opportunity to believe in any other way of the facts of life, the facts of life and death, with and without external prompts, Evans-Pritchard’s assumptions could be invaluable in dealing with ancient civilizations.
Susan Greenwood’s study of witchcraft in contemporary times is an interesting[footnoteRef:25] study of what the motivation of the Ancient Greek practitioners may have been, their beliefs, and their place in society.  Greenwood sought to immerse herself in the life and practice of a practitioner, and as such her conclusions are valuable, albeit unverifiable, as they discuss the perspective of the practitioner him/herself which is not recorded in Ancient History.  As such it is debateable whether or not it can accurately portray the real life experience of those taking part in magical rites in Ancient Greece, although, it provides a valuable insight into potentia [25:  Greenwood S, Magic, Witchcraft and the Otherworld: An Anthropology, (Routledge, Abingdon, Oxford. 2020).] 


Emerging Technologies and their relevance to future anthropological work.
With the advent of artificial intelligence (AI) and its newly developing abilities to compose music, art, to write books, or to conduct conversations, it would be interesting to see, if such could be programmed with the knowledge of Cicero; from an On Divination[footnoteRef:26] perspective, alongside the works of Thucydides[footnoteRef:27], and Heroditus[footnoteRef:28] in terms of their histories.  It would be fascinating to see three emic perspectives combined, and a debate created between the three ancient sources.  AI is already considered a future anthropological tool in terms of archaeological research[footnoteRef:29], or even in the restoration of incomplete ancient texts[footnoteRef:30], so it seems logical, that ancient discourses could be created and useful anthropological information created in the future.    [26:  Cicero M,T,  Treatises of M.T. Cicero : On the nature of the gods ; On divination ; On fate ; On the republic ; On the laws ; and On standing for the consulship, (HG Bohn, London) ]  [27:  Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, (Penguin Classics, London. 1972).]  [28:  Herodotus, The Histories, (Penguin Classics, London. 1954).]  [29:   Restoring ancient Greek inscriptions using AI deep learning | University of Oxford (accessed 19/04) Thea Sommerschield and Professor Jonathan Prag (Faculty of Classics, Oxford), alongside Yannis Assael ]  [30:  AI Pythia Restores Damaged Ancient Greek Tablet in Seconds https://www.sciencetimes.com/articles/24104/20191019/pythia-ai-decipher-ancient-greek-inscriptions.htm

] 

 
Conclusion
Anthropological methodologies are absolutely fundamental to the study of Classical Greece.  If we presume that anthropological methodology involves archaeology; in terms of architectural find, field finds, literary history, ethno historical information, and anything else ever found, written about, or thought about for ancient Greece, then, Anthropological methodology covers it all 
Whilst historic interpretation of archaeological and ethnographical results are necessarily a product of their time and can show some variations. Today, we have a world of ethnohistories, the observations of the newer anthropologists, such as Evans-Prtichard, and Susan Hayward, all ready to offer a further layer of possible understanding for Ancient Greece, aligning with the original role of anthropology, in terms of connecting us with the “actual experience”.  
It is not therefore simply a matter of what the 5th Century Athenian, may have witnessed within their magical and divinatioraty experience, but rather also, what they may have experienced and felt,  through the eyes of 21st Century expeiriece makers, such as Dr Geenwood.
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