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A Critical Review of a primary source document (Assignment 1)


[bookmark: _Int_dwnXgeUu]Cicero and the divination. De Divinatione a critical review.



Introduction

This essay critically examines Cicero’s De Divinatione. A brilliant orator, jurist, statesperson, and philosopher, Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 BC) was one of the most influential political figures of the last years of the Roman Republic, a contemporary of Julius Caesar, Pompey, Mark Antony, and Octavian (BRILL, 2022).
Written in 44 BC, this work, in the form of a dialogue, consists of two books in which Marcus (Cicero himself) and his brother Quintus philosophically discuss the necessity and benefits of prophecy, divination, and the widespread practices of divination in ancient Rome. Throughout Roman history, divination was not merely a superstition but a part of political, military, and religious life. Quintus passionately argues in the first book that fulfilled prophecies and auspicious signs served as divine messages that protected the Roman state. Drawing on Stoic cosmology and venerable Roman traditions, Quintus presents divination not as mysticism but as a pragmatic tool that guided decision-making, strengthened authority, and determined the historical destiny of Rome. Marcus, in other side, takes a skeptical stance in the second book (Andrei-Tudor Man, 2019). 
The essay argues that Cicero's purpose in "On Divinations" extends beyond philosophical inquiry: it functions as a critique of superstition, a reflection on the manipulation of beliefs by political power, and a platform where reason and tradition collide in a broader attempt to define Roman identity in a time of civil crisis.

Quintus philosophy and arguments

[bookmark: _Int_F95vLLO4][bookmark: _Int_tsowKyzY]Quintus's arguments in defense of divination are based on several main ideas. First, he points to historical evidence, emphasizing that divination has a long story and support from history, tradition, and religion. He highlights numerous instances in which divination has successfully predicted remarkable events. For example, the interpretations of omens by augurs often guided military and political decisions. Quintus cites numerous historical examples of successful predictions made through divination—such as omens, dreams, and predictions—which he argues provide evidence for its validity. He also argues that the consistency of these results cannot be dismissed as mere coincidence. Another major argument, he argues, is the widespread belief in divination across cultures, arguing that such universal acceptance lends it credibility. Quintus links divination to the will of the gods, claiming that it is a means by which the divine communicates with humanity. He argues that divination reflects the will of the gods, who communicate with humans through signs. Quintus sees this as a natural extension of the gods' providence and care for humanity, emphasizing the interconnectedness between mortals and the divine. Also, he highlights the cultural and religious importance of divination in Roman society, emphasizing that it played a leading role in guiding leaders and shaping decisions, thus contributing to the success and stability of Rome, and cites examples of fulfilled prophecies and auspicious signs leading to favorable outcomes. Quintus also draws on the views of earlier philosophers, such as the Stoics, to support his argument. The Stoics believed in a rational and orderly universe, where divination was a manifestation of the harmony between the divine and the natural world, that the universe functioned according to a rational and providential order, allowing divine foreknowledge to be manifested through signs. Quintus' arguments are that prophecies can and do come true, which is evidence of a rational and intelligible cosmos. His examples range from personal to historical. Quintus presents several historical and personal examples to argue that prophecies have indeed come true:
Dreams of Cicero and Quintus 
In book 1 (57-58), Quintus gives an example of dreams that have come true.
“XXVIII. What stronger proof of a divinely inspired dream than this can be given?” (“CICERO, De Divinatione | Loeb Classical Library”)
[bookmark: _Int_LWCgHGPn][bookmark: _Int_O2rDUPXG]“But why go on seeking illustrations from ancient history? I had a dream which I have often related to you, and you one which you have me, cum Asiae proconsul praeessem, vidisse in quiete, cum tu equo advectus ad quandam magni fluminis ripam provectus subito atque delapsus in flumen nusquam apparuisses, me contremuisse timore perterritum; tum te repente laetum exstitisse eodemque equo adversam ascendisse ripam, nosque inter nos esse complexos. “Facilis coniectura huius somnii, mihique a peritis in Asia praedictum est fore eos eventus rerum, qui acciderunt.” (“CICERO, De Divinatione | Loeb Classical Library”)
[bookmark: _Int_UWMXWpwr][bookmark: _Int_QdO01jnc][bookmark: _Int_t3RtYcJf][bookmark: _Int_nlJG6rIV][bookmark: _Int_RMfPLuWK][bookmark: _Int_Jt0bXkss][bookmark: _Int_9k59sATW][bookmark: _Int_yO9DhY2F]"But why go on seeking illustrations from ancient history? I had a dream which I have often related to you, and you one which you have often told to me. When I was governor of Asia, I dreamed that I saw you on horseback riding toward the bank of some large river, when you suddenly plunged forward, fell into the stream, and wholly disappeared from sight. (“M. Tullius Cicero, Divination, Divination Book I, section 58”) I was greatly alarmed and trembled with fear. “But in a moment you reappeared mounted on the same horse, and with a cheerful countenance ascended the opposite bank where we met and embraced each other.” (“M. Tullius Cicero, Divination, Divination Book I, section 58”) The meaning of the dream was readily explained to me by experts in Asia who from it predicted those events which subsequent occurred'. In the next passage, Quintus points out that Marcus also had similar dreams, reminding him how, after one such providential dream, he exclaimed "...no stronger proof of a divinely inspired dream can be given than this." Both brothers recount dreams that later proved prophetic. Quintus uses these to support the Stoic belief in divinely inspired dreams (Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.).
Battle of Pharsalus (book 1. 68-69)
Prophecies surrounding the Battle of Pharsalus foreshadow Caesar’s victory and the Republic’s transformation. Here Quintus refers to a prophecy fulfilled after Caesar's victory, suggesting that divine signs foretold this event, emphasizing that this was a real event, not fiction, and that Marcus himself witnessed the fulfillment of this prophecy. Quintus uses this to argue that significant political shifts are often prefigured by divine signs, available to those who know how to interpret them implying that the fabric of fate is woven with signs for those trained in divination to decode.
Universal Acceptance (book 1. 46-47)
Here Quintus emphasizes the widespread belief in divination across cultures, suggesting that such universal acceptance lends credibility. 
Quintus cites Heraclides Ponticus, a student of Plato, who recounts a dream experienced by Phalaris’s mother involving a statue of Mercury pouring blood — a portent later fulfilled by her son’s cruelty. This example links Greek philosophical tradition to divinatory belief.
He then references Persian traditions, particularly the dreams of Cyrus the Great, interpreted by the Magi. Cyrus dreamt of grasping the sun three times, which the Magi interpreted as a sign he would reign for thirty years — a prophecy that was fulfilled.
[bookmark: _Int_M2f5HVnQ]Quintus uses these examples to argue that divination is not confined to Roman custom, but is found among Greeks, Persians, and other peoples, implying a kind of natural law or shared human intuition about the existence of predictive signs. If diverse and respected cultures rely on divination, then it must be grounded in something more than superstition — perhaps in a universal rationality or divine order, as the Stoics believed.
In this section, Quintus emphasizes that divination practices are not a Roman precedent, but are widespread in all cultures, and that divination is a global practice, not a local custom.
Drawing on traditions filled with Stoic cosmology and Roman ritual practice; Quintus argues that auspicious signs are not simply symbolic rituals but active channels through which the divine communicates with humanity. He emphasizes their political and historical efficacy by citing instances in which disregard for aspirations—such as Publius Claudius Pulcher’s contempt for the sacred chickens and Gaius Flaminius’s defiance of the augurs at Trasimene—led to catastrophic losses. These examples function as rhetorical pivots: they illustrate not only individual pride but also a rupture in the cosmic and civic order on which Rome relied. 
Quintus's strategy in defense of divination also involves divinatory practices with the myths of the origin of Rome. The story of Romulus receiving the kingdom through augury reinforces the idea that divine sanction is embedded in his act of state formation. This is not just mythology—for Quintus, it becomes a political entity: Rome's continuity and success depend on its veneration of divination, which he sees as a balanced interplay between fate and free will (Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.).


Marcus' Arguments (Against Divination)

In Book 2, Cicero himself refutes the arguments presented by Quintus. He challenges the validity of divination on several grounds:
Natural Explanation
Understanding nature requires inquiry, not superstition. 
Marcus argues that phenomena attributed to divine intervention often have natural causes. He ridicules the idea that gods cause lightning or earthquakes simply to send messages. Instead, he insists these are natural occurrences governed by physical laws. Cicero urges that every strange event should be investigated for its natural cause. Even if the cause is unknown, it is irrational to default to a divine agency.
Lack of Consistency 
[bookmark: _Int_lRKkasZi]Marcus highlights contradictions in divinatory practices and outcomes. He questions how soothsayers can agree on what parts of entrails signify danger or success. The lack of standardization undermines credibility. Even when predictions appear fulfilled, Cicero argues they may be accidental or fabricated. He compares Flaminius (who ignored auspices and died) with Paulus (who obeyed them and also died), showing that outcomes do not reliably correlate with observance (De Divinatione, book 2. 71).
Scientific Skepticism 
[bookmark: _Int_d9wDDrpt]Cicero continues his criticism of divination by stating that his method will be probabilistic, not dogmatic. He contrasts scientific prediction (based on cause and effect) with divination, which lacks explanatory mechanisms, and condemns superstition as a force that exploits human weakness and clouds reason (Denyer, 1985).
Empirical Evidence
Cicero demands rational evidence over anecdotal storytelling and urges Quintus to rely on argument and reason rather than unverified events. He notes that omens are easier to believe—even if they are fictional—out of fear, suggesting a psychological dependency.
Role of Reason
The reason is Cicero's most important weapon against superstition.
He urges Quintus to examine the nature, origin, and sequence of divination philosophically, not mythically, and to seek through reason natural causes for visions rather than trusting in the superstitions of fortune-tellers.
Coincidence over causality. 
He insists that events like Pulcher’s defeat were due to poor strategy, not divine punishment for ignoring omens.
Obscurity of signs. 
Marcus questions why gods would use riddles, dreams, and ambiguous omens if they truly wished to warn humans.
Dreams as psychological residue 
He argues that dreams reflect waking thoughts and anxieties, not divine messages.
Anchored in Academic skepticism and empirical logic, Marcus argues that auspices are coincidental, non-causal phenomena—a product of tradition rather than truth. He deconstructs the chicken omen episode, suggesting that if eating or not eating determines fate, then reason is subjugated to absurdity. Marcus insists that the correlation between signs and outcomes is neither reliable nor replicable, emphasizing that many favorable outcomes occur in the absence of any auspices, and vice versa.
The philosophical tension between the brothers thus hinges on epistemology and utility. For Quintus, divination is a system of knowledge grounded in cosmic reason and ancestral precedent; for Marcus, it is a veneer that cloaks uncertainty and encourages irrationality. Marcus does not entirely reject the social function of divination—he concedes that public rituals may serve to unify and pacify the populace. In this sense, Marcus offers an anthropological reading: divination may persist because it structures communal belief, not because it reveals objective truth.


The case with Cicero's De Divinatione. Contextual Foundations

Marcus Tullius Cicero’s De Divinatione was written amid the ideological and political turmoil of the late Roman Republic, a period fraught with civil unrest, religious transformation, and philosophical tension. To understand why Cicero composed this complex dialogue — and what motivates its internal dialectic between the believer (Quintus) and the skeptic (Marcus) — one must first examine the political, cultural, and religious landscape of his time and the philosophical inheritances shaping his thought. 
Political instability and decline of the Republic
Born in 106 BCE, Cicero witnessed the dramatic collapse of republican institutions that had governed Rome for centuries. The Social War, Sullan dictatorship, and escalating rivalry between figures like Pompey, Crassus, and Julius Caesar culminated in civil war and the concentration of power in Caesar’s hands. Cicero — a lifelong defender of the Republic — found himself increasingly marginalized, especially after Caesar's ascendancy and his own exclusion from direct political life. De Divinatione, written around 44 BCE during Cicero’s retreat from politics, reflects this climate of anxiety and loss. The text grapples with the role of religious ritual and prophecy in governance, subtly critiquing their deployment as political tools (Denyer, 1985). In this light, the dialogue becomes not just a philosophical exploration but a meditation on Rome’s spiritual and civic foundations (Beard and North, 1998). 
Cultural environment and Philosophical Engagement
[bookmark: _Int_BVPGrhEB]By Cicero’s time, Roman intellectual culture was deeply entwined with Greek philosophical traditions, especially those of the Hellenistic schools. Cicero admired Plato, adopted much from the Stoics, and ultimately aligned himself with Academic skepticism. His dialogues, including "On Divination," adapted Greek discourse forms into a uniquely Roman rhetorical style capable of appealing to both civic and philosophical audiences.
The clash between Stoic cosmology and skeptical empiricism lies at the heart of De Divinatione. Quintus Cicero, representing the Stoic position, sees divination as a rational extension of a providential universe — a cosmos intelligible through signs and structured by divine reason. In contrast, Marcus Cicero (the author’s own voice) invokes skepticism, questioning whether divinatory claims withstand empirical scrutiny or merely reflect tradition and fear. This internal tension reflects Cicero’s own philosophical journey: torn between reverence for Roman institutions and a growing commitment to rational inquiry over dogma (Cicero, 1923; Evans-Pritchard, 1965).
Religious Practice and Societal Anxiety
[bookmark: _Int_FG19wCSa]Religion in Rome was not merely personal — it was statecraft. Ritual, sacrifice, and divination were embedded in political decision-making. Augurs read bird flight before battles; haruspices examined entrails before Senate sessions. Yet as foreign cults arrived and internal crises deepened, Roman religion became both more essential and more contested. Public uncertainty under autocratic rule and recurring civil strife drove Romans to seek reassurance through divine signs. Divination became a cultural coping mechanism, a framework for interpreting chaos. As Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky’s cognitive theories suggest, humans turn to pattern-seeking in times of stress — precisely what Marcus Cicero critiques in Book II of De Divinatione (Kahneman, 2011; Tversky and Kahneman, 1974).
Cicero’s skepticism thus emerges not from irreligion, but from concern over how faith can be misused, especially by those in power. In Book II, Marcus questions the consistency, natural plausibility, and philosophical coherence of divinatory claims, arguing instead for the primacy of reason as the true guide in uncertain times. Cicero’s concern about the misuse of faith by political authorities is most clearly articulated in De Divinatione Book II.47 (W.A. Falconer, 1923). In this passage, Marcus Cicero reflects on his own consulship and the use of religious signs — specifically, the Sibylline Oracles and haruspices — during politically charged moments. He admits that such signs were invoked not necessarily because they were believed to be true, but because they served a political function. He even suggests that his own use of divinatory language in speeches and poetry may have been ornamental or strategic, rather than sincere.
“I do not deny that in my consulship, and in the years just before, I made use of haruspices and portents — but I did so for the sake of the Republic, not because I believed in their truth.” (II.47). This passage reveals Cicero’s pragmatic approach to religion: while he upheld public rituals for the sake of civic unity, he remained skeptical of their epistemic value. His critique is not aimed at religion per se, but at its instrumentalization by those in power, especially when used to manipulate public opinion or justify political decisions.
Philosophical Purpose 
De Divinatione forms part of a theological trilogy alongside De Natura Deorum and De Fato, works composed to interrogate Roman belief structures at a time when philosophical clarity was needed most. Through dialogue, Cicero provides a platform where tradition and reason can meet, clash, and be examined — without outright rejection or endorsement (Denyer, 1985). In crafting Quintus and Marcus as interlocutors, Cicero stages a philosophical drama reflective of Rome itself caught between fate and freedom, ritual and reason, inherited beliefs, and empirical doubt. The dialogue becomes both a critique of superstition and a tribute to intellectual freedom. It shows Cicero wrestling with what it means to be Roman, philosophical, and rational in an age when each of those roles was under criticism (Beard, M., 1986).
In De Divinatione Cicero defends the Stoic view of divination. The division between the views of Quintus and Marcus is based on divination, not being a science. According to the Stoic understanding of science, the use of methods such as observation, interpretation, and conjecture is necessary for divination to be considered an art or science. However, if divination does not employ such methods, then it cannot be considered reliable according to Stoic views (Hahmann, A., 2024).
In On Divination, Cicero presents ideas rather than definitive conclusions. By setting up a debate between Quintus (a Stoic) and Marcus (a skeptic), Cicero does not seek to offer a dogmatic refutation or affirmation. Rather, it reflects academic skepticism—Cicero’s preferred philosophical stance—which resists premature certainty and embraces probabilistic reasoning. The result is a philosophical text that both criticizes superstition and honors Rome’s intellectual tradition—an embodiment of Cicero’s belief in the civic value of rational inquiry, especially in an age marred by political manipulation and religious ambiguity (Hahmann, A., 2024). 

Conclusion

[bookmark: _Int_OCBItuEG]Cicero’s exploration of divination ultimately reveals not just a critique of ritual, but a profound meditation on the human condition — our yearning for certainty, our fear of chaos, and our search for meaning. While he champions reason, he also understands why so many turn to signs, prophecies, and divine messages in times of uncertainty. This impulse endures: even today, people seek guidance through spiritual means, whether through the symbols of ancient practice or the doctrines of Christian belief. Such faith — in omens, providence, or divine will — reflects a perennial human need to connect with something beyond the empirical world. Cicero’s dialogue, then, is not only a product of its age, but a timeless reflection on how belief and reason coexist, collide, and continue to shape how we face the unknown.
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