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Cicero’s Critique of Divination in De Divinatione: A Critical Review
Ron William, HPCA7027 CMD – First Essay Submission, 
Introduction 
Marcus Tullius Cicero, one of Rome’s most distinguished statesmen, orators, and philosophers, composed De Divinatione around 44 BCE, amid the political turmoil following Julius Caesar’s dictatorship. Structured as a philosophical dialogue between Cicero and his brother Quintus, the work interrogates whether divination—'the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’[footnoteRef:1]—can be rationally justified. While Book I, presented through Quintus, defends divinatory practices, Book II delivers Cicero’s own critique. [1:  Cicero, De Divinatione, I.v.9, II.v.13.] 

This essay critically examines Cicero’s arguments in Book II, focusing not on whether divination is true, but whether Cicero’s reasoning is philosophically sound, methodologically consistent, and rhetorically effective. Drawing on Cicero’s use of Academic Scepticism, empirical reasoning, and classical rhetorical strategies, the analysis will evaluate how successfully he deconstructs the intellectual credibility of Roman divinatory systems.
The central questions that will help guide this essay are: 
1. How does Cicero construct his critique? 
2. Does he apply a coherent philosophical framework? 
3. Is his rejection of divination fair and intellectually rigorous? 
This essay engages not only with Cicero’s rhetoric but also with the philosophical stakes of his scepticism, set against a backdrop where religion played a crucial sociopolitical role. Book II remains our primary focus, though Book I will be referenced to clarify the dialectical structure. This selective focus enables a critical but holistic engagement with Cicero’s arguments. Ultimately, this essay will explore Cicero’s critique of divination’s epistemological basis, while also asking if he also simplifies or sidestep its symbolic and cultural functions.


Contextualisation 
Cicero wrote De Divinatione late in life, during the decline of the Roman Republic, when religious rituals were deeply embedded in governance and the mos maiorum[footnoteRef:2]—the ancestral customs at the heart of Roman identity. Divination was more than a religious act, it was a political tool: augurs advised magistrates, auspices legitimized military campaigns, and oracles supported Senate decrees. As Malcom Schofield notes ‘at the very outset of Book I Cicero stresses the fundamental role of divination within Roman political history.’[footnoteRef:3] Yet, as Arthur Nock clarifies ‘from the Roman standpoint, religious philotimia [zeal for personal religious distinction] also was out of the question’[footnoteRef:4]—highlighting that Roman religiosity was rooted in public duty rather than personal piety. [2:  ‘Mos maiorum’ in Oxford reference https://www.oxfordreference.com/search?q=Mos+Maiorum (accessed 20/07/25)]  [3:  Schofield, M., “Cicero for and against Divination”, Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), pp. 53.]  [4:  Nock, A. D., “Religious Attitudes of the Ancient Greeks”, Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 85 (1942), pp. 480.] 


Educated in Hellenistic philosophy, Cicero aligned with the Academic Sceptics, who rejected certainty in favour of probabilistic reasoning. In De Divinatione, he subjects Roman religious traditions to rational scrutiny, drawing on Greek critiques while preserving Roman cultural identity. His target is not merely superstition, but the Stoic determinism, which holds that the cosmos is a rational, sign-filled system: ‘The whole world is a living being, endowed with soul and reason and having aether for its ruling principle’[footnoteRef:5] By challenging this assumption, Cicero undermines the intellectual basis of divination, while still acknowledging its cultural and political function. [5:  Antipater of Tyre, On the Cosmos, Book 8, 107 DL VII.138] 

As Mary Beard observes, ‘Cicero did not write the second book of De Divinatione in isolation... The second book is balanced by the first.’[footnoteRef:6] In Book I, Quintus defends divination ‘For what nation or race of men is there that does not, without instruction, have some sort of foreknowledge of future events?’[footnoteRef:7] In contrast, Book II sees Cicero rigorously question whether such views can withstand scrutiny.  [6:  Beard, M., ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,’ Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), pp. 34]  [7:  Cicero, Divinatione I.11] 

Robert Goar argues that Cicero’s aim is not to eliminate religion, but to purify it: ‘True religion… can remain inviolate, when superstition is expelled’[footnoteRef:8] Eli Burriss likewise notes ‘Cicero felt that religious institutions of antiquity should be reverenced.’[footnoteRef:9] Together, these views underscore Cicero’s commitment to preserving traditional Roman religion, even as he subjects its claims to rational inquiry. [8:  Goar, R., “The Purpose of De Divinatione”, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 99 (1968), pp. 246.]  [9:  Burriss, E.E., ‘Cicero’s Religious Unbelief,’ Classical Weekly 17.13 (1924), pp. 101.] 

Beard emphasizes his role in shaping a Roman discourse that allowed intellectuals to critique traditional beliefs without abandoning them: ‘Behind Cicero's Academic stance there were strong structural pressures against the formulation of firm opinions.’[footnoteRef:10] While Cicero critiques Stoic determinism, his scepticism is more epistemological, not atheistic. He interrogates whether signs convey truth—or reflect cultural projection—while largely overlooking their social function. [10:  Beard, M., ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,’ Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), pp. 35.] 

Summary of the Text 
De Divinatione is a two-book dialogue modelled on the Socratic tradition. Book I, attributed to Quintus, offers a Stoic defence of divination, arguing that since the cosmos is governed by rational law, divine signs must exist to help humans navigate it. As Quintus puts it, ‘If there are gods and they do not make clear to man in advance what the future will be, then they do not love man’.[footnoteRef:11] For the Stoics, divination is a natural extension of a deterministic universe, where divine providence manifests through omens, dreams, and prodigies. Cicero responds in Book II with Academic Scepticism, drawing attention to logical inconsistencies, cultural variation, and the lack of empirical foundation. He writes, ‘whatever can be foreknown by means of science, reason, experience, or conjecture is to be referred, not to diviners, but to experts.’[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Cicero, Div. I.38]  [12:  Cicero, Div. II.4.14] 

He questions the causal mechanisms underlying practices such as augury and haruspicy, remarking that divination of ‘things that happen by chance.[footnoteRef:13] For Cicero, the rarity and unpredictability of accurate predictions suggest coincidence rather than divine intervention. Early in Book II, Cicero concedes the traditional authority of religious rituals but challenges their epistemic foundations. He points out contradictions: ‘there is no uniformity, and no consistent and constant agreement between augurs.’[footnoteRef:14] Such disagreements indicate that these interpretations are not rooted in objective knowledge. Cicero questions the plausibility of causal relationships between signs and outcomes: ‘Under the head of artificial divination you placed predictions made from the inspection of entrails, those made from lightnings and portents’.[footnoteRef:15] Without demonstrable causation, he argues, belief in such practices rests on coincidence, not reason. [13:  Cicero, Div. II.4.14]  [14:  Cicero, Div. II.39]  [15:  Cicero, Div. II.11.166] 

One of Cicero’s recurring analogies compares divinatory success to games of chance: ‘Do you Stoics fail to see in choosing the victim it is almost like a throw of the dice, especially as facts prove it?’[footnoteRef:16] This line encapsulates his probabilistic approach —suggesting that even an accurate prediction may be the result of chance rather than supernatural insight. He argues that people remember successful predictions but ignore or forget the failures. As Michael Flower observes practitioners could, ‘explain failures and contradictions in terms of the system itself, but also by the apparent disaster that befell those who flagrantly or contemptuously disregarded the omens.’[footnoteRef:17] This aligns closely with the modern concept of confirmation bias, implying that divination’s appeal lies less in its predictive power than in the psychological mechanisms that sustain belief. [16:  Cicero, Div. II.15.36]  [17:  Flower, Michael Attyah, “Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief”, Chapter 4 in Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007, pp. 119.] 

Specific forms of divination are treated with detailed critique:
· Augury and Haruspicy: Cicero considers these outdated rituals, practiced more from habit than evidence. He ridicules the idea that chickens can predict battles. In one of his more satirical moments, he exclaims: ‘you talk, as if a fish and not a cock had done the crowing!’[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Cicero, Div. II.26.50] 

· Dreams and Visions: He claims they reflect personal anxieties rather than divine messages: ‘As for your dream, it occurred while you were thinking and worrying about me’.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Cicero, Div. II.68.140] 

· Astrology: He mocks the idea that stars determine destiny: ‘does it also follow that the stars could have had any influence over the bricks and cement of which the city was built?’[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Cicero, Div. II.47.99] 

The tone oscillates between philosophical critique and biting satire. Cicero famously remarks, ‘half-cracked philosophers of yours would rather appear absurd than anything else in the world’,[footnoteRef:21] mocking Stoic attempts to rationalize divination. Yet he ends the dialogue without fully rejecting religion—he maintains reverence for Roman tradition even as he dismantles its epistemic claims. [21:  Cicero, Div. II.57.118] 

Critical Analysis (c. 1400 words)
a) Writing Style and Rhetoric (c. 250 words, 301 words)
Cicero’s rhetorical mastery is central to Book II’s persuasive power. He employs antithesis, irony, and rhetorical questioning to dismantle the authority of divinatory claims. His tone alternates between philosophical critique and biting satire, as when he mocks augurs for attributing strategic military decisions to animal behaviour: ‘Do you really believe that Jupiter would have employed chickens to convey such a message to so great a state?’[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Cicero, Div. II.26.193] 

This ironic tone amplifies his broader argument—that divination lacks any rational or causal foundation. This ridicule makes his critique accessible but also risks caricaturing opposing views. For example, the Stoics had developed sophisticated arguments for cosmic sympathy and determinism, particularly in the work of Chrysippus. Cicero glosses over these subtleties, opting instead for ridicule: ‘those superstitious and half-cracked philosophers of yours would rather appear absurd than anything else in the world.’[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Cicero, Div. II.57.118] 

Schofield notes that Cicero’s approach is not impartial: the dialogue structure, while ostensibly open-ended, ultimately gives Book II the final word, suggesting a deliberate shaping of the debate to reflect Cicero’s own position. He observes that ‘Cicero goes out of his way to focus attention on this very question of his own beliefs,’[footnoteRef:24] implying that the dialogue is more than a neutral exploration of ideas. In contrast, Beard argues that Cicero strategically distances himself from explicit authorial commitment. She highlights that, in the introduction to the De Natura Deorm, Cicero explicitly states ‘opposition to attempts to identify his own personal opinions from his philosophical writing.’[footnoteRef:25] This rhetorical ambiguity, Beard suggests, allows Cicero to question traditional Roman religious beliefs without directly undermining them or appearing irreverent.  [24:  Schofield, M., “Cicero for and against Divination”, Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), pp. 56.]  [25:  Beard, M., ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,’ Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), pp. 35.] 

b) Philosophical and Methodological Approach (c. 300 words, 307 words)
Cicero’s methodological approach stems from Academic Scepticism, which emphasizes the uncertainty of knowledge and the necessity of judging beliefs by their probability rather than certainty. He applies this framework rigorously, especially in assessing empirical claims. As he argues, successful predictions are often isolated and rarely verified: ‘the unvarying laws of nature will bring their predictions to pass.’[footnoteRef:26] He rejects the Stoic idea of a divinely ordered cosmos where signs point to future events. Instead, he sees the universe as a mixture of chance and necessity, in which knowledge must be grounded in observation and reasoning.  [26:  Cicero, Div. II.6.17] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]This probabilistic outlook aligns more with proto-scientific thinking than religious fatalism. However, Cicero’s methodology is not without flaws. While he demands empirical rigor from divinatory practices, he occasionally supports his own position with anecdotal evidence or analogical reasoning rather than systematic philosophical argument. As Nock argues that, ‘We must not look for consistency in men s religious actions, any more than in their secular conduct,’[footnoteRef:27]—a reminder that Cicero’s critique risks oversimplifying and caricaturing complex belief systems. By selectively engaging with aspects of divination that are easiest to refute, he occasionally sets up straw man arguments, thereby weakening the force of his more substantive criticisms. [27:  Nock, A. D., “Religious Attitudes of the Ancient Greeks”, Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 85 (1942), pp. 482] 

Crystal Addey similarly critiques Cicero for overlooking dimensions of divination that Neoplatonists would later emphasize—particularly its theurgical function. For the Neoplatonists divination was not primarily about foretelling future events, but with achieving the divine: ‘the soul exercises its activity in common with the god…and divine orders.’[footnoteRef:28] By focusing narrowly on predictive validity, Cicero misses the metaphysical and spiritual context in which many ancient practitioners situated their rituals.  [28:  Addey, Crystal. Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, Farnham: Ashgate, 2014, Chapter 6, pp. 234.] 

Jaillard reinforces this view, arguing that ‘ritual concern and philosophical training are thus closely linked in producing a dynamic understanding of divination’[footnoteRef:29] Such perspectives suggest that Cicero’s critique, though rhetorically forceful, tends to reduce a complex and multifaceted practice to a simplistic binary between reason and irrationality. By focusing narrowly on logical coherence and empirical credibility, he risks overlooking the symbolic, social, and performative dimensions that gave divination its cultural depth. Nevertheless, Cicero’s rationalist framework marks an important moment in Roman thought: a deliberate attempt to separate religious tradition from philosophical inquiry and public reasoning. [29:  Jaillard, Dominique, “Plutarque et la divination: la piété d’un prêtre philosophe”, Revue de l’histoire des religions 224 no. 2 (Divination et révélation dans les mondes grec et romain) (2007), pp. 149.] 

c) Use of Evidence and Sources (c. 300 words, 242 words)
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Cicero uses examples from Roman history, personal anecdotes, and cultural inconsistencies to challenge divinatory practices. He questions why omens failed to warn of major disasters like the battle at Lake Trasimene or Caesar’s assassination. His examples are often effective, but selectively framed. Jackson suggests that ancient religious rituals were ‘framing and staging’[footnoteRef:30] events—public performances rather than truth-claims. Cicero’s critique, which treats them as falsifiable hypotheses, thus misinterprets their function. [30:  Jackson, Peter, “Apparitions and Apparatuses: On the Framing and Staging of Religious Events”, Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 24 (2012), pp. 295.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]Furthermore, as Flower argues, divination often served as a symbolic system for managing uncertainty and social anxiety, not merely a tool for prediction. He notes that ‘divination ideally provided a socially useful means of aiding decision making, circumventing indecision, and arbitrating disputes.’[footnoteRef:31] By evaluating divination solely through logic and empirical evidence, Cicero overlooks its psychological, communal, and ritual functions. [31:  Flower, Michael Attyah, “Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief”, Chapter 4 in Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007, pp. 116.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Similarly, Schröder highlights that Plutarch viewed oracles not as simple predictions but as ‘as an instrument in the hand of god during the process of divination’[footnoteRef:32] This interpretation frames divination as a form of mediated revelation, not merely a testable claim about future events. Such perspectives suggest that Cicero’s rational critique, while philosophically rigorous, may misrepresent the experiential and spiritual significance of divinatory practice in ancient life. [32:  Schröder, Stephan, “Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration”, in H-G. Nesselrath, ed., Plutarch: On the Daimonion of Socrates, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010, pp. 147.] 

Cicero’s reliance on analogies (like dice or dreams) and selective history raises questions about whether his critique is philosophically rigorous or rhetorically opportunistic. While effective in undermining specific claims, his argument may be less persuasive when confronting divination’s symbolic or existential dimensions.
d) Strengths and Weaknesses 
Cicero’s greatest strength lies in his clarity of argument. He systematically exposes logical flaws in each form of divination: inconsistency, lack of causality, reliance on unverifiable authority. His critique of astrology remains especially relevant: ‘does it also follow that the stars could have had any influence over the bricks and cement of which the city was built?’[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Cicero, Div. II.47.99] 

His appeal to probabilistic reasoning anticipates elements of modern scientific scepticism. By noting that people tend to remember correct predictions and forget incorrect ones, he points toward cognitive biases —such as selective memory and confirmation bias—that shape belief. As Flower notes, ‘certainly the case that almost all methods of divination are open to manipulation, whether conscious or unconscious, on the part of the diviner.’[footnoteRef:34] Cicero’s critique, then, is not only philosophical but also psychological, revealing how belief can be sustained through mental habits rather than rational evaluation. [34:  Flower, Michael Attyah, “Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief”, Chapter 4 in Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007, pp. 191.] 

However, Cicero’s critique is less effective when addressing the symbolic and performative aspects of divination. As Beard points out, ‘…Roman augury involved no predictive element, but was concerned rather simply to ascertain divine approval for the undertaking contemplated.’[footnoteRef:35] This suggests that augury functioned more as a ritual of legitimation than a means of foretelling the future. Similarly, Flower observes that ‘in the performance of [the] art, the physician was always on stage,’[footnoteRef:36] underscoring the theatrical and public nature of such practices. By focusing narrowly on divination’s truth-value, Cicero overlooks its broader social, psychological, and political functions—elements essential to understanding its role in Roman civic life. [35:  Beard, M., ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,’ Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), pp. 40.]  [36:  Flower, Michael Attyah, “Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief”, Chapter 4 in Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007, pp. 190.] 

Moreover, his critique occasionally lapses into rhetorical posturing. He conflates genuine philosophical defences with popular superstition, thereby neglecting more nuanced theological arguments advanced by thinkers like Chrysippus. Goar contends Cicero’s aim ‘is to glorify the past, and by so doing, to point the way back to sanity and order’[footnoteRef:37] In this light, De Divinatione reads less as a rigorous epistemological investigation and more as a literary and political performance—one that privileges Roman tradition and oratorical flourish over sustained philosophical engagement. [37:  Goar, R., “The Purpose of De Divinatione”, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 99 (1968), pp. 248.] 

Cicero’s final stance—maintaining ritual observance despite personal disbelief—reveals a pragmatic compromise rather than a fully coherent philosophical worldview. As Burriss notes, his ‘reasons for observing the ritual of augury, while having no faith in its divine sanction and direction,’[footnoteRef:38] highlight this internal tension. Such duality reflects the broader cultural atmosphere of late Republican Rome, where intellectuals were often caught between public expectations of piety and private currents of scepticism. Cicero embodies this negotiation, using philosophy to question tradition, while still upholding its outward forms for the sake of civic responsibility. [38:  Burriss, E.E., ‘Cicero’s Religious Unbelief,’ Classical Weekly 17.13 (1924), pp. 102.] 


Conclusion 
In De Divinatione Book II, Cicero offers a compelling rational critique of traditional Roman divinatory practices. Drawing on Academic Scepticism, he questions the logic, consistency, and epistemological grounding of systems such as augury, astrology, and dream interpretation. His arguments—rooted in probability, empirical reasoning, and rhetorical clarity—remain persuasive, especially in undermining the causal claims of deterministic worldviews.
Cicero navigates a fine line between religious scepticism and cultural conservatism, crafting a discourse that allows for critical engagement with tradition without fully rejecting it. He insightfully notes that a lucky guess proves no more about the truth of divination than a successful throw of dice does about skill—an observation that anticipates modern concerns about confirmation bias. Yet while his analysis is incisive, it overlooks important aspects of divination’s social and symbolic roles in Roman life, including its function as a performative and communal practice.
Cicero’s critique, though powerful, is shaped by its philosophical framing. His focus on empirical verifiability leaves out the psychological and societal dimensions that gave divination its cultural force. His final position—sceptical in belief but compliant in public ritual—reflects the tension between intellectual integrity and civic responsibility.
Ultimately, De Divinatione represents a landmark in Roman intellectual history. It reveals both the strengths and limitations of rational critique within a deeply traditional society. Cicero may not entirely dismantle divinatory practices, but he decisively shifts the conversation, grounding religious authority in reason rather than in unquestioned ritual.
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