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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Argument against Divination in De Divinatione.
Word count: 1939


Introduction:
This essay aims at critically reviewing Marcus Tullius Cicero’s De Divinatione, a philosophical treatise dealing with divination, which was written in Latin as a complement to his earlier work, De Natura Deorum, around 45-44 BCE.[footnoteRef:1] Cicero’s books, according to him, were written with the intention to reach a wide roman audience by making philosophy accessible in the Latin language.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76, (1986), p. 34.]  [2:  Cicero, On Divination, ed. and translated by W. A. Falconer, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923), pp. 371, I; 375, II. ] 

Summary: 
De Divinatione was written in a dialogue format between the author and his brother Quintos, at Cicero’s home in Tusculum, and it was divided in two books, Book I comprise of Quintus’ arguments defending divination while Book II is Cicero’s response and arguments against divination.[footnoteRef:3] Mary Beard talked about the dialogue format in connection to the Academic Aristotelian practice, which would present both sides of an argument without writing a conclusion, in order for the readers to make up their own mind.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Cicero, Divination, p. 214. ]  [4:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76, (1986), p. 34.] 

In De Divinatione they spoke about divination as two different kinds, artificial and natural divination. Artificial divination would require observation of phenomena and specific skills, for example astrology or reading enthrals of animals, whereas natural divination would happen through altered states of consciousness like in dreams or frenzy.[footnoteRef:5] This typology however, as Michael A. Flower has pointed out, is doubted to have been rigid as these two different types of divination could overlap in different situations.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Cicero, Divination, p. 399, XXL.]  [6:  Michael Attyah Flower, ‘The Role and Image of the Seer’, in The Seer in Ancient Greece, (California: University of California Press, 2008), pp. 85-86. ] 

Another important point to be made is regarding the context of late Republican Rome, the time when Cicero was alive and produced his works. According to Gregory Bruce Smith, there was a crisis because politics in Rome worked in the earlier stages of the empire, but it was not effective for ‘long-term administration’, and he argued that ‘many of the “brightest and best” withdrew from public participation into private hedonism. The vacuum was filled by unscrupulous ambition and self-interested manipulative calls for redistribution of wealth’.[footnoteRef:7] This context is very important to be considered in this essay as the political crisis in Rome at that time has had an influence in Cicero’s work and this will be discussed later on.  [7:  Gregory Bruce Smith, ‘Who was Cicero?’, in Political Philosophy and the Republican Future, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), pp. 74-75.] 


Previous Scholar Debates on De Divinatione:
Jonathan Powell claimed that developing the intellectual life in Rome was ‘a greater feat than merely widening the boundaries of empire’ and he talked about Cicero as an intellectual and the importance of his philosophical writings being recognised by the academic community since the nineteenth century only.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Jonathan Powell, ‘Cicero’, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies, Volume II, No. 94, (2007), p. 343.] 

Brian A. Krotensko spoke about De Divinatione receiving contradictory interpretations in the academic community regarding Cicero’s real opinion on divination, claiming that more recent scholars talked about subtler political motivations which might have been underneath his dialogue rather than Cicero truly being against divination.[footnoteRef:9] To illustrate the debate, according to Gregory Bruce Smith, Cicero was attempting to shift ‘from merely random and absurd traditional articles of faith to a rational faith’, however, in the view of Malcolm Schofield, De Divinatione, rather than being a ‘tract against divination’, was an ‘exercise in the opposition of arguments’, agreeing with Mary Beard in considering the dialogue being a rhetorical exercise instead of Cicero’s own personal belief.[footnoteRef:10]   [9:  Brian A Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione’, Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-2014), Vol. 130, (2000), p. 353.]  [10:  Gregory Bruce Smith, ‘Cicero on Natural Theology’, in Political Philosophy and the Republican Future, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), p. 169; Malcom Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76, (1986), p. 47.] 

Another debate in the academic community is regarding placing importance to Cicero’s Divinatione as the first attempt, even if indirect, to according to Krostenko ‘construct a normative definition for religious symbols in Roman culture’, what Mary Beard has argued to be a very important stage in Rome’s cultural history with ‘the definition of ‘religion’, for the first time, as an independent subject of discourse.’[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Brian A Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione’, Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-2014), Vol. 130, (2000), p. 354; Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76, (1986), p. 36.] 

Analysis:
Cicero wrote in Book I that  ‘I, too, am in doubt as to the proper judgement to be rendered in regard to divination (…) and since I am afraid of giving a too hasty assent to a proposition which may turn out either false or insufficiently established, I have determined carefully and persistently to compare argument with argument’ and these words seem to be aligned with what Beard and Schofield claimed about the dialogue format as well as Cicero’s opinion on the subject of divination not being clear.[footnoteRef:12] When Cicero prepares to reply to Quintus’ arguments, he said:  [12:  Cicero, Divination, p. 231, IV.] 


‘I must now reply to what you said (…) in such a way as to affirm nothing and question everything. For if I should assume anything that I said to be certain I should myself be playing the diviner while saying that no such thing as divination exists!’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Cicero, Divination, p. 379, III.] 

This is another argument that seems to sustain the idea regarding Cicero’s opinion not being clear, but also, he stated how he would proceed with the dialogue, questioning everything and affirming nothing, giving a clue to the strong emphasis on reason being the basis of his arguments against divination throughout Book II.  
Cicero, for example, talked about the difference between the potential for developing specific knowledge by specialists, like musicians for example, against searching for a seer to give you this kind of information, in his words ‘divination is not applicable in any case where knowledge is gained by the senses. Nor is there any need of divination even in matters within the domain of science and of art.’[footnoteRef:14] He then continued, in a rational manner, giving examples of preferring to call a doctor when sick or a musician when interested in learning how to play an instrument rather than a seer. But if the seer and prophet’s social role is to facilitate a communication between the community and the gods, then the nature of that knowledge has nothing to do, necessarily, with someone’s expertise regarding music or engineering.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Cicero, Divination, p. 379, III.]  [15:  Michael Attyah Flower, ‘The Role and Image of the Seer’, in The Seer in Ancient Greece, (California: University of California Press, 2008), p. 86.] 

Another example of the emphasis on rationality in Cicero’s arguments is the point he made for everything having a natural cause, and he gave an example regarding a river that became red and the phenomena was interpreted as a conjecture, Cicero claimed that ‘sweat and blood you may be sure do not come except from animate bodies’ and he continued saying that ‘whatever comes into existence, of whatever kind, must needs find its cause in nature’ and later said ‘nothing could have happened without a cause’ and criticised the ancients for having erroneous views on natural phenomena.[footnoteRef:16] But as Nicholas Denyer has pointed out, ‘divinatory signs are not causal’ and he also claimed that Cicero’s criticism towards divination was made ‘by the standard of natural science’, a different area of knowledge which does not work in the same way that divination does.[footnoteRef:17] Perhaps what we have here is what J. A. North talked about as the immersion of divination or religiosity in every area of life at this time in Rome, North claimed that ‘in the traditional social and political life of republican Rome (ca. 500 to ca. 50 BCE) there was no distinction between a zone of life to be called “religious” and any separate zone to be called “nonreligious”, let alone secular’.[footnoteRef:18] With this fact in addition to the historical and political context briefly discussed earlier in this paper, one can argue that this focus on reasoning at the basis of Cicero’s arguments against divination is connected with his attempt to bring rationality and philosophy into politics and to question traditions that were keeping certain privileges for the ruling classes. According to Gregory Bruce Smith, Cicero wanted to ‘make politics more philosophical and less dominated by warriors, the wealthy, a hereditary caste, or blind prescriptive, ancestral tradition’ and this idea seems to permeate his arguments against divination and resonates with what Krotensko claimed regarding De Divinatione having subtler political motivations.[footnoteRef:19]  [16:  Cicero, Divination, p. 437 XXVII; p. 439 XXVIII.  ]  [17:  Nicholas Denyer, ‘The case against divination: an examination of Cicero’s “De Divinatione”’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, No. 31, (1985), p. 9.]  [18:  North, J. A., ‘The Limits of the “Religious” in the Late Roman Republic’, History of Religions, Vol. 53, No. 3, (February 2014), p. 226.]  [19:  Gregory Bruce Smith, ‘Cicero on the Nature of Philosophy’, in Political Philosophy and the Republican Future, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), p. 96; Brian A Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione’, Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-2014), Vol. 130, (2000), p. 353. ] 

Cicero questioned ‘of what advantage to me is divination if everything is ruled by Fate?’ and continued later saying that ‘if it is impossible to foresee things that happen by chance because they are uncertain, there is no such thing as divination; if, on the contrary, they can be foreseen because they are preordained by Fate, still there is no such thing as divination’.[footnoteRef:20] This is an important argument that pervades Cicero’s Book II claiming that if things are fated, divination is irrelevant because things cannot be changed, but if things are happening by chance, then divination becomes impossible because everything happens in a random manner. But if divination is defined as a helpful ‘means of bridging the gap between gods and humans’ and in order for that to happen, there must be a belief in the gods knowing more and their willingness to share that knowledge, then divination could be possible regardless of chance or fate because the gods will be acting as ‘advisers’, making the process of divination not only relevant, but also it would still leave room for individuals to make choices and take personal responsibility.[footnoteRef:21] This is what Flower talked as the importance and the role of divination as an aid in making decisions and taking action confidently.[footnoteRef:22]    [20:  Cicero, Divination, p. 391, VIII; p. 399, X.]  [21:  Michael Attyah Flower, ‘The Role and Image of the Seer’, in The Seer in Ancient Greece, (California: University of California Press, 2008), pp. 72; 73, 76.]  [22:  Flower, ‘The Role’, p. 74.] 

Cicero questioned if ‘can there, then be any foreknowledge of things for whose happening no reason exists?’ and another view on that would be sustained by the stoic perspective where nature is seen as a ‘rational principle that organizes the universe’ and include the idea of interconnection between everything, or what Nicholas Denyer mentioned as ‘the Stoic notion of sumpatheia, the harmony that binds the cosmos together’ which would not only bring a reason for things to happen but also support the idea that divination is possible.[footnoteRef:23] Cicero questioned this idea of interconnection between everything when he claimed ‘What ‘sympathy’ (…) can there be between a cleft in a liver and a petty addition to my purse?’[footnoteRef:24]. This phrase, filled with irony, seems to be reflecting what was discussed by Gregory Bruce Smith as Cicero’s attempt to make politics in Rome more rational rather than focused on personal gain and corruption.[footnoteRef:25] According to Smith, Cicero’s ‘ancestral and prescriptive Roman regime proved to be too impervious to reason. Without the input of reason his republic was doomed’.[footnoteRef:26] [23:  Cicero, Divination, p. 387, VI; Mathew B. Roller, ‘Ethics for the Principate: Seneca, Stoicism, and Traditional Roman Morality’, in Constructing Autocracy, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), p. 66; Nicholas Denyer, ‘The case against divination: an examination of Cicero’s “De Divinatione”’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, No. 31, (1985), p. 6.]  [24:  Cicero, Divination, p. 409, XIV]  [25:  Gregory Bruce Smith, ‘Who was Cicero?’, in Political Philosophy and the Republican Future, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), pp. 86-87. ]  [26:  Gregory Bruce Smith, ‘Who was Cicero?’, in Political Philosophy and the Republican Future, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), p. 83. ] 

Conclusion:
This essay aimed at critically reviewing Marcus Tullius Cicero’s arguments against divination in his philosophical treatise entitled De Divinatione, a work which was divided in two books and written in a dialogue format between Cicero and his brother Quintos, at his house in Tusculum. 
In the summary section it was mentioned what the two books are about and how they divided divination into two different categories, followed by some information on the historical context of late Republican Rome and the crisis associated to inefficient administrative politics in connection to Cicero’s work. 
The following section aimed at discussing De Divinatione within scholarly debates and how there are different interpretations regarding Cicero’s opinion on divination. It was claimed, agreeing with some of the scholars, that the dialogue format was connected more with a rhetorical exercise in the opposition of arguments than truly revealing Cicero’s view, as well as the importance that the book had in being the first in roman history to attempt at considering religion as an independent subject of debate.
The analysis section was done in two stages, first by discussing Cicero’s arguments being strongly based on reason, and it was also argued that the strong emphasis on reasoning is connected with the roman crisis at the time of late Republic, and the author’s attempt to bring rationality and philosophy into politics as a way to improve the problems that the ineffective administration was creating. It was also claimed that Cicero was doing that by the first time proposing a separation between religious rituals and other areas of life. 
The second part of the analysis section challenged some of Cicero’s arguments against divination, for example one of his main questions claiming that there is no need for divination either if things happen by fate or randomly, using a stoic perspective and reflecting on the social role of the seer. 

 






 


 





Bibliography:


Primary Source:
Cicero, Marcus Tullius, On Divination (De Divinatione), ed. and translated by W. A. Falconer, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923). 
Secondary Sources:

Beard, Mary, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76, (1986), pp. 33-46.

Denyer, Nicholas, ‘The case against divination: an examination of Cicero’s “De Divinatione”’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, No. 31, (1985), pp. 1-10.  

Flower, Michael Attyah, ‘The Role and Image of the Seer’, in The Seer in Ancient Greece, (California: University of California Press, 2008), pp. 72-103.

Krostenko, Brian A., ‘Beyond (Dis)belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione’, Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-2014), Vol. 130, (2000), pp. 353-391.

North, J. A., ‘The Limits of the “Religious” in the Late Roman Republic’, History of Religions, Vol. 53, No. 3, (February 2014), pp. 225-245.

Powell, Jonathan, ‘Cicero’, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies, Volume II, No. 94, (2007), pp. 333-345.   

Roller, Mathew B., ‘Ethics for the Principate: Seneca, Stoicism, and Traditional Roman Morality’, in Constructing Autocracy, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), pp. 64-126. 

Schofield, Malcom, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76, (1986), pp. 47-65.

Smith, Gregory Bruce, ‘Cicero on Natural Theology’, in Political Philosophy and the Republican Future, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), pp. 153-185. 

Smith, Gregory Bruce, ‘Cicero on the Nature of Philosophy’, in Political Philosophy and the Republican Future, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), pp. 93-126.

Smith, Gregory Bruce, ‘Who was Cicero?’, in Political Philosophy and the Republican Future, (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2018), pp. 65-91.







1

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU —————
Y Drindod Dewi Sant
UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David




