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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione

Introduction
This essay critically reviews the arguments against divination in Marcus Cicero’s philosophical work De Divinatione, as translated by W.A. Falconer in 1923.[footnoteRef:1] De Divinatione was written in about 44 BCE as a set of two books with first an argument for the existence or validity of divination, then an argument against it, presented as a dialogue between Cicero and his brother, Quintus. Quintus presents the pro-divination argument and Marcus the counterarguments against divination. [1:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione), W. A. Falconer (ed. and trans.), Loeb Classical Library, vol. XX (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 1923), I-II, pp. 223-539.] 

Cicero was a Roman philosopher and politician who wrote philosophical works on a range of topics including the philosophic system of the Academics, ‘the distinction between good and evil’, living a happy life, the nature of the gods, and fate.[footnoteRef:2] These and other of Cicero’s works were, in the author’s words, intended as a service to the state in instructing young Roman men—and more specifically, those of the elite classes—in the ‘right way’[footnoteRef:3] of things.  [2:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 371-373.]  [3:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 375.] 

In writing on the formation of Latin discourse using Greek sources and methods, Mary Beard calls Cicero a ‘philosophical innovator’[footnoteRef:4] for his efforts toward ‘an active integration between Greek philosophy and traditional Roman practice and thought.’[footnoteRef:5] He was also, she notes, an augur[footnoteRef:6] and priest[footnoteRef:7] himself. These roles play a part in Cicero’s arguments. [4:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76 (1986), 33-46 (p. 40), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/300364> [Accessed 7 Feb 2025].]  [5:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 36.]  [6:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 43.]  [7:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 45] 


Analysis
Key Concepts 
The key concept for this work is divination, which is defined by Quintus-as-character as ‘foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’[footnoteRef:8] and having three ‘vital principles’ or sources: God, Fate, and Nature.[footnoteRef:9] Defining divination as the foresight of future events makes sense. However, ‘happening by chance’ introduces a separate element not necessarily covered by God, Fate, or Nature: Luck. It is possible the idea of ‘chance’ here was intended to be something closer to what Lisa Raphals defines in the Greek concept of moira as ‘sudden reversals and situations that threaten the order of the gods’[footnoteRef:10] rather than ‘chancy luck’ as defined by Neil Levy, i.e. an event that is significant for the person it occurs to, who did not have control in it, and for whom it is generally unlikely to have occurred.[footnoteRef:11] Depending on the intent, this definition of divination could also enlist either definition of chance if the ‘happening by chance’ part is taken to be from the perspective of the witness, i.e., an individual saw a random event and interpreted it as an omen foretelling some further event. The ambiguousness of the definition makes it easier to mount arguments against it, which may have been Cicero’s intention. [8:  Cicero, On Divination, I, p. 233.]  [9:  Cicero, On Divination, I, p. 361.]  [10:  Lisa Raphals, ‘Fate, Fortune, Chance, and Luck in Chinese and Greek: A Comparative Semantic History’, Philosophy East and West, vol. 53 no. 4 (Oct 2003), 537-574 (p. 555) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1399982> [Accessed 20 December 2024].]  [11:  Neil Levy, Hard Luck: How Luck Undermines Free Will and Moral Responsibility (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 36 <https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199601387.003.0002> [Accessed 2 November 2024]] 

Limiting the definition of divination to predictions of the future excludes other uses for divination defined by Michael Loewe and Carmen Blacker, such as gaining understanding about unexplained past events, correct social or religious actions, hidden things, or making choices.[footnoteRef:12] The narrow scope used for divination in this discussion allows Cicero to mount arguments against some possible uses of it, such as medical prognosis. [12:  Michael Loewe and Carmen Blacker, Divination and Oracles, reprint edition (New York: Routledge, 2021), p. 1.] 


Style
The two-person dialogue format lends itself to a balanced, point-for-point examination of the topic. Beard writes that presenting the arguments as a dialogue ‘could be used (though was not always) as a depersonalizing, distancing device, which obviated the need for Cicero, as author, to identify with any one expressed opinion.’[footnoteRef:13] In not needing to identify with an opinion, the format allows Cicero, as priest and augur, to present the argument against divination regardless of whether he actually agrees with what he says in it—in other words, the format serves to present the topic more neutrally and remove the bias or obligations of his public roles. This may be further supported by Beard’s position that choosing two brothers of high social status as the characters is intended to both add weight to the arguments and to equalize them.[footnoteRef:14] This more neutral approach may encourage readers to come to their own conclusion, which is Cicero’s stated goal,[footnoteRef:15] rather than feeling taught or lectured. [13:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 43.]  [14:  Beard, Cicero and Divination’, p. 44.]  [15:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 539.] 


Methodological Approach and Philosophy
Aside from the voice of Marcus-as-character, Martin Schofield notes that ‘at the end of Book II Cicero appears to speak also as author’,[footnoteRef:16] and this section’s tone change comes with direct statements that suggest Cicero is not as neutral as he may first appear. For example, Cicero writes of divination, ‘I thought that I should be rendering a great service both to myself and to my countrymen if I could tear this superstition up by the roots’ and that ‘the destruction of superstition does not mean the destruction of religion.’[footnoteRef:17] In these statements, the reader may ascertain that perhaps the argument is not against divination at all, but against the superstition Cicero feels is a part of these practices. Robert Goar says that, ‘As a public man, he [Cicero] was far too aware of the political usefulness of augury and haruspicine to wish the masses to be enlightened on this subject.’[footnoteRef:18] The argument against superstition may really only be against ‘superstitious’ beliefs for the elite and ruling classes, with rationality to be used as a tool of control. Alternatively, if divination and superstition are seen as the same thing, then Cicero’s goal may have been to differentiate any folk practices of the common people from state religion. [16:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and Against Divination’, The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76 (1986), 47-65 (p. 59) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/300365> [Accessed 10 February 2025]]  [17:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 537.]  [18:  Robert J. Goar, ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione’, Transactions of the Proceedings of the American Philological Association, vol. 99 (1968), 241-248 (p. 248) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2935842> [Accessed 14 February 2025].] 

Schofield proposes that the goal of Book II is indeed to separate superstition from religion which includes, for Cicero, ‘belief in a divine being’.[footnoteRef:19] This would allow Cicero to reconcile his roles as augur, priest, statesman, and philosopher, keeping him aligned with what supports the state while also presenting himself as a man of reason and good education. It might even be fully in alignment with Cicero’s role as an augur not to believe in divination, given he says, ‘For we Roman augurs are not the sort who foretell the future by observing the flights of birds and other signs.’[footnoteRef:20] If Cicero truly sees Roman augury as different from other divinatory methods, then there is no disconnect because the concern is superstition—which Schofield defines as a ‘baseless fear of the gods’[footnoteRef:21]—rather than augury. Brian Krostenko notes how Cicero ‘stresses the strictly approbative, rather than predictive, role of Roman augurs’,[footnoteRef:22] so philosophically speaking there would be no conflict between Cicero’s role as an augur and his attacks on divination. Divination as a predictive practice is, to him, superstition, and therefore not to be encouraged in his elite audience. [19:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, p. 57.]  [20:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 451.]  [21:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, p. 59.]  [22:  Brian A. Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione’, Transactions of the American Philological Association, vol. 130 (2000), 353-391 (p. 365) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/284315> [Accessed 14 February 2025].] 

It is apparently not enough for Cicero to argue against divination as superstition in a way that follows the Academic format. He argues strongly against the Stoic philosophers in particular, and at times is outright derisive: ‘But, for some inexplicable cause, those superstitious and half-cracked [Stoic] philosophers of yours would rather appear absurd than anything else in the world.’[footnoteRef:23] The argument could have been made without the ad hominem attacks, and their use weakens it by making the argument personal. This seems to be an example of the dynamic observed by Tamsyn Barton with regard to astrology whereby those objecting to astrology on philosophical grounds—much as Cicero objects to Stoic beliefs about the Delphic oracles here—are really arguing more against rival schools than astrology itself.[footnoteRef:24] Given the Stoics were inclined to take astrology seriously,[footnoteRef:25] disdaining them and their other ‘superstitions’ would perhaps incline philosophers like Cicero to reject astrology or other practices without ever really examining them, a weakness discussed further in the next section. [23:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 505.]  [24:  Tamsyn S. Barton, Power and Knowledge: Astrology, Physiognomics, and Medicine under the Roman Empire (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2002), p. 50.]  [25:  Barton, Power and Knowledge, p. 47.] 


Strengths and Weaknesses 
The arguments presented in Book I offer a number of examples presented as proof of divination including dreams, the relating of prophecies that are said to have come to pass, and indications that Cicero himself believes in divination via the quotation of a poem he wrote. However, as Cicero points out in Book II, a number of these examples are fictitious or mythological. Fictional stories are made up by definition; they may not serve as proof of anything other than imagination. As for mythology, Joseph Baumgartner, G. Lanczowski, J. B. and H. Fries write that ‘Myth never looks for proof nor does it ever proceed in apologetic fashion’ and further, that myth is presupposed to be real.[footnoteRef:26] This lack of proof and presupposition of reality do not lend themselves to rational credibility, strengthening the argument against divination from a Roman perspective. [26:  Joseph Baumgartner, G. Lanczowski, J. B. and H. Fries, ‘Myth and Mythology’, Philippine Quarterly of Culture and Society vol. 2, no. 4 (1974), 195–200 (p. 195), <http://www.jstor.org/stable/29791159> [Accessed 7 February 2025].] 

Another strength is in calling out the retroactive application of portents when an event or outcome has already occurred.[footnoteRef:27] It is relatively easy to look for coincidental events and, after something remarkably good, bad, or notable has happened, turn around and say that a relatively common event like a horse stumbling—which would not meet Levy’s definition of chancy luck—was a portent. For something to be divination as defined by Quintus, there must be an element of prediction to it, otherwise it is just crafting a good story—or myth. [27:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, pp. 447-449] 

Additionally, there are places where Cicero is willing to concede arguments, demonstrating that he is not always ignoring the arguments for divination out of hand. For example, he says that, ‘Innumerable instances…may be given to prove that some natural connexion does exist between objects apparently unrelated.’[footnoteRef:28] This strength does not extend throughout his arguments, however. [28:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 407.] 

For example, the argument against astrology[footnoteRef:29] is made in broad generalisations betraying some ignorance of the topic while giving the appearance of knowledgeable specificity in breaking points down one at a time. It is also inconsistent with an earlier argument; in arguing against astrology as divination, Cicero writes that one’s birthplace has more influence than the stars[footnoteRef:30] and yet earlier in Book II declares that all auspices should share the same answer across different places,[footnoteRef:31] which would seem to negate the influence of place in favor of the power of the auspices. The reader is left wondering whether place has an influence in divinatory practice or delineation, or not. Inconsistencies like this weaken the argument against divination and give the appearance of mere contrariness. [29:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, pp. 477-483.]  [30:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 479.]  [31:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 403.] 

This is not the only point of inconsistency. In one statement Cicero dismisses the forefathers of Rome as ancients with ‘erroneous views on many subjects’ with auspices as the named subject, and then three sentences later, declares that more contemporaneous persons who acted against the auspices ‘were deserving of capital punishment’ because they ‘should not have treated the customs of their forefathers with such shameless disdain.’[footnoteRef:32] Again, the reader gains the impression that Cicero is being contrary for the sake of it, does not actually believe what he is arguing, or has ulterior motives. If Goar’s perspective is drawn upon again, it may be that this is less an example of inconsistency, and more an example of where augury upholds the state—and prominent persons ignoring the auspices undermines the state. In other words, Cicero’s support is for state religion, perhaps as a control mechanism, rather than for augury on its own merits. [32:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 451.] 

The idea of augury as upholding the state while other divinatory methods undermine it makes more sense in the context of the assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 BCE. Cicero describes this time as ‘grievous’[footnoteRef:33] and may have been influenced by the political disruption to argue for methods of control. As Krostenko writes, ‘the idea that divine messages should only come from authorized venues’ —like augurs— ‘was an important principle of Roman religious practice’.[footnoteRef:34] Supporting this, Patrick Kragelund says that Rome’s state religion was ‘characterized by mutual and collective control’ meaning that the personal experience of dreams or visions had no place.[footnoteRef:35] Divination as a practice of the common people then becomes a threat both to Cicero’s role as an augur as well as to the stability and control of a state rocked by the recent assassination of its leader. If the people are denied their own ways of foretelling, then they have less information to act against the upper classes toward further destabilization or redistribution of power. Elite sociopolitical anxieties about controlling the public being compounded by Caesar’s death lend themselves to an even greater need to discredit and dismiss uncontrollable or publicly accessible sources of divination like dreams. [33:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 373.]  [34:  Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief’, p. 359.]  [35:  Patrick Kragelund, ‘Dreams, Religion, and Politics in Republican Rome’, Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte, 1st Qtr, Bd. 50 (2001), 53-95 (p. 77) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/4436603> [Accessed 14 February 2025].] 

This dismissal is often presented as incredulity—that is, because Cicero cannot see how divination can be real, it must therefore be false. One such argument is that because divination is not broadly applicable to such a range of topics as medicine, music, literature, physics, or politics,[footnoteRef:36] it does not exist. However, this demand is not made of the practices or arts it is compared to. None of them have a practical application in all other areas; one does not use political theory to diagnose an illness, for example. The reason for the special requirement of this level of ubiquity for divination is not given, only Cicero’s incredulity. This failure to recognize or concede that many practices have their particular use cases, and are not necessarily suited or appropriate for other cases, is a significant weakness. [36:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, pp. 379-385.] 

Following this logic, one could equally make the counterargument that of course divination is real, because how could it not be? If the disbeliever lacks the knowledge or experience to interpret signs, dreams, or omens correctly, then that is a skill issue, not evidence that divination does not exist. It is a similar standard of argument: full of self-importance and based on the arguer’s personal convictions. It also assumes a world in which divination is taken as a matter of fact, with only the foolish disbelieving it, much as Cicero’s arguments against divination take the contrary stance (i.e. that rationalism is the default, with divinatory practitioners the superstitious fools). The matter of superstition could be dealt with as well, in that those conducting divination should approach it with the proper mindset, not out of fear.

Cicero’s Conclusions 
Cicero declares himself a follower the Academic school of philosophy, which involves offering only arguments (not conclusions) and leaving the judgment in the hands of the inquirer,[footnoteRef:37] although Schofield also identifies an Epicurean approach to the tone of the arguments.[footnoteRef:38] As such, Cicero spends Book II refuting the arguments made on behalf of divination in Book I without presenting any evidence for what he does believe and not leaving the reader with a clear conclusion, intending that the presentation of both sides of the argument serve to allow the reader to draw their own conclusion based on the argument they find stronger. [37:  Cicero, De Divinatione, II, p. 539.]  [38:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, p. 59.] 


Conclusion 
Cicero’s arguments against divination fail to convince and generally come off as an effort to uphold state religious practices as a method of control over the public. Aside from his social status and roles—which might make it political suicide to speak too strongly against augury as a state-sponsored religious activity—the wide range of philosophical topics and number of works he cites himself as author of in the beginning of Book II suggest that he knows better than to present such flawed reasoning. It may be a characteristic of the Academic school to present skeptical arguments without real conclusions, but in this work Cicero’s arguments are reminiscent of a modern-day social media reply-guy or bad-faith bro; that is, he responds to someone else’s position or profession of belief with incredulous and personal attacks, without offering much in the way of real substance in his counterarguments, all the while saying he just wants to have a dialogue.
Alternatively, the weakness of the arguments against divination could be a factor of trying to combine Hellenistic philosophy with Roman practices, as noted by Beard, or—if we consider the sociopolitical factors and historical events—a factor of not needing to be stronger. Cicero wrote for peers who had a vested interest in maintaining state religion in uncertain times, so the entire work may simply have served as a how-to guide for making philosophical arguments. In other words, the weaknesses and failure to convince are a matter of form or function rather than validity.
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