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A Critical Review of Cicero's Arguments Against Divination in De divinatione


Introduction

In the Late Republic of Rome, circa 45-44 BCE, Roman scholar and statesman, Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 BCE) composed ‘De divinatione’ (‘On Divination’).[footnoteRef:1] This treatise would delve into the controversial subject of divination, during a particularly turbulent time in Roman history that saw the infamous assassination of Julius Caesar[footnoteRef:2] and the gradual deterioration of the Republic.[footnoteRef:3] Works written at the time, seem to show a growing scepticism among the Roman elite regarding the art of divination and its many branches[footnoteRef:4], such as haruspicy (the reading of omens from animal entrails) and augury (the interpretation of omens observed by the behaviour of birds).[footnoteRef:5] Cicero defined divination as “the foresight and knowledge of future events.”[footnoteRef:6], but it could be more accurately viewed as a belief in which humanity could connect and communicate with the divine through various different practices.[footnoteRef:7] Such practices were interwoven into the very fabric of Roman tradition, culture and religion. [footnoteRef:8] Cicero himself was a member of the college of augurs in Rome.[footnoteRef:9] Nevertheless, De divinatione follows a dialogue between two brothers: Quintus (an apologist of the Stoic belief in divination)[footnoteRef:10] and Marcus Cicero (an advocate of the sceptical, Academic philosophy against divination).[footnoteRef:11] Book 1 explores Quintus’ defence, while Book 2 shows Cicero himself play the role of cross-examiner and presenter of the rational counter argument. Some scholars, such as Momigliano [footnoteRef:12], have suggested that Book 2 reflects Cicero’s true sceptical opinions, and thus interpret his words as a vicious assault against superstition and antiquated beliefs in the divine. Others more recently, such as Frank Cabrera’s 2020 paper ‘Evidence and Explanation in Cicero’s On Divination’ [footnoteRef:13], have interpreted the piece less as an attack on Cicero’s part, and more of an openly spirited debate between two contrasting philosophies, drawing no conclusions of its own.[footnoteRef:14] This essay will critically review and analyse Cicero’s arguments against divination, taking into account his use of dialogic structure, word choice, sarcasm and exempla; and thus endeavouring to gain a better insight into Cicero’s true opinions on the subject; and therefore his motivations behind his writing.  [1:  Andrew Lintott, ‘The Ides of March and After’, in Cicero as Evidence: A Historian’s Companion, ed. by Andrew Lintott (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 339-373 (p. 350)]  [2:  Federico Santangelo, Divination, Prediction and the End of the Roman Republic (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013) p. 10]  [3:  Stephen Usher, ‘Cicero’s “First Philippic” and the Fall of the Republic’, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies, 53.1 (2010), 129-136 (p. 136)]  [4:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), 33-46 (p. 36) <doi:10.2307/300364>]  [5:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, On Divination (De divinatione): W.A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), (Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), p. 351]  [6:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 223]  [7:  Sarah Iles Johnston, ‘Divination: Greek and Roman Divination.’ Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. by Lindsay Jones (Detroit, MI: Macmillan Reference USA, 2nd ed., vol. 4, 2005), pp. 2375-2378 (p. 2375)]  [8:  Cicero, De divinatione, pp. 225, 227]  [9:  J. Linderski, ‘Review Article: Watching the Birds: Cicero the Augur and the Augural Templa’ Classical Philology, 81.4 (1986), 330–340 (p. 331)]  [10:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 229]  [11:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 231]  [12:  Arnaldo Momigliano, ‘The Theological Efforts of the Roman Upper Classes in the First Century B.C.’ Classical Philology, 79.3 (1984), 199-211 (p. 209)]  [13:  Frank Cabrera, ‘Evidence and Explanation in Cicero’s On Divination’, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part A, 82 (2020), 34-43 (p. 42)]  [14:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, pp. 34-35] 





Book 1: The Stoic Argument for Divination

The Stoic school of thought regarded God as an inherent part of nature.[footnoteRef:15] To the Stoic, human souls were linked to the universe, and through this connection lay the possibility to communicate with the divine. [footnoteRef:16] In Book 1, Cicero has Quintus speak on behalf of the Stoics, using anecdotal rhetoric and exempla from both the Greek and Roman world, to justify the argument in favour of divination. [footnoteRef:17] Take for example Quintus’ account of the portent that foretold the reign of Dionysius, after his horse disappeared in a whirlpool and miraculously re-emerged with “a swarm of bees in its mane.” [footnoteRef:18], or the example of King Midas, who as a child had “ants fill his mouth with grains of wheat as he slept” and thus it was accurately predicted that “he would be a very wealthy man”. [footnoteRef:19] By using exempla to convey the Stoic philosophy, Cicero allows the reader to follow Quintus’ reasoning in a more accessible and relatable way, through well-known accounts taken from history.[footnoteRef:20] However, Quintus’ usage of anecdotes and examples in Book 1 is somewhat erratic, with sporadic switching between anecdote and theory. Malcolm Schofield’s paper ‘Cicero for and against Divination’ suggests that this inconsistency was a deliberate ploy on Cicero’s behalf to portray divination as unpredictable and therefore unreliable.[footnoteRef:21] In addition, by having Quintus structure his argument with such a strong reliance on exempla, Cicero exposes Quintus’ Stoic defence to the sceptical arguments of Book 2, where rationality and questioning the validity of sources are key tenets. [footnoteRef:22]  [15:  Andrei-Tudor Man, ‘The Role of Divination in the Stoic System’ Hermeneia, 23 (2019), 155-174 (p. 155)]  [16:  Man, ‘The Role of Divination’, p. 160]  [17:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 235]  [18:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 305]  [19:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 309]  [20:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’ The Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), 47-65 (p. 50) <doi:10.2307/300365> ]  [21:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 52]  [22:  Diony González Rendón, ‘De divinatione de Cicerón en su contexto político y religioso’ Space, Time and Form, 22 (2009), 351-358 (pp. 356-357) ] 


Book 1 sees Quintus go on to differentiate divination into two separate classes: ‘Artificial’, practices of divination that were dependent on repeated observations and conjecture, such as astrology (interpretations of heavenly patterns in the sky), augury, haruspicy, portents (prophetic omens) and phenomena like thunder and lightning[footnoteRef:23]; and ‘Natural’, divination by means of dreams and frenzies, such as prophecies uttered by those in rapture or trance.[footnoteRef:24] Quintus, in defence of these practices, presses their long-held acceptance across nations, and their advocacy by some of the greatest philosophers of the time, including Plato, Pythagoras and Socrates.[footnoteRef:25] Cicero puts into Quintus’ mouth his dismissal of rational explanations and causes, for “you ask why everything happens…The question is, does it happen, or does it not?”.[footnoteRef:26] Although in keeping with the Stoic tradition, this approach in defence of divination, much like the use of exempla, could appear weak against the Academic technique of questioning the why, of which Cicero will go on to rebuttal in great detail in Book 2.[footnoteRef:27]  [23:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 303]  [24:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 343]  [25:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 293]  [26:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 317]  [27:  Brian A. Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero's De divinatione.’ Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-) 130 (2000), 353-391 (pp. 372-373)] 


To effectively analyse Cicero’s arguments presented both for and against divination, it is important to consider the overall structure of De divinatione as a whole, for his decision to form the piece as a Platonic-style dialogue between two brothers is in itself very telling.[footnoteRef:28] Mary Beard’s ‘Cicero and Divination’ points out that by composing the treatise as a discussion, Cicero could depersonalise and distance his true opinions away from the argument, thus creating an unbiased atmosphere in which the reader could come to their own conclusions.[footnoteRef:29] She also adds that the choice of interlocuters in the dialogue, namely Marcus and his younger brother Quintus, was not to contrast the inferiority of the younger, less-notable brother to the rational arguments of the elder,[footnoteRef:30] but rather to “equalise as nearly as possible the weight of each side of the debate.”[footnoteRef:31] If this is the case it does beg the question as to why Cicero would seemingly place himself in the role against divination in the first place, if it were not already his genuine stance on the matter.[footnoteRef:32] Malcolm Schofield notes that by contrasting Cicero’s De natura deorum (‘On the Nature of the Gods’), the denser and more abstruse philosophical treatise, to the more “leisurely and expansive” writing style presented in De divinatione, it suggests that Cicero was trying to appeal more generally to the everyday Roman reader.[footnoteRef:33] If Cicero’s intended audience was indeed more general, it is suggestive of his motivations in doing so. Arguably, spreading the Ciceronian case against divination to a much wider readership.[footnoteRef:34]    [28:  Matthew Fox, ‘Divination, History, and Superstition’ in Cicero's Philosophy of History. ed. by Matthew Fox. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Oxford Scholarship Online, 2007) pp. 210-240 (p. 219) <doi: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199211920.003.0008>

]  [29:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 43]  [30:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 60]  [31:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 44]  [32:  W. V. Harris, ‘Roman Opinions about the Truthfulness of Dreams’ The Journal of Roman Studies, 93 (2003), 18-34 (p. 27) <doi:10.2307/3184637>]  [33:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 50]  [34:  Robert J, Goar, ‘The Purpose of De divinatione’, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, 99 (1968), 241-248 (p. 248) <doi:10.2307/2935842>] 


Book 2: The Academic Argument against Divination

In the opening of Book 2, Cicero commends Quintus’ defence, before then directing his first major blow against divination. By adopting Carneadean logic and reasoning,[footnoteRef:35] he states that “there is no place for divination in things perceived by the senses…I see absolutely no need for it anywhere.”[footnoteRef:36] He goes on to point out that “when people are sick, we… do not summon a prophet or a seer, but we call a physician.”[footnoteRef:37] and “when the question is as to what is morally right or morally wrong… do we usually have our doubts resolved by diviners?”.[footnoteRef:38] Cicero’s first approach to counter divination is rather effective, calling into question the need for the practice and its value to society as a whole.[footnoteRef:39] By highlighting the difference in reliability between practices of divination with their counterparts in science, take for example the contrast drawn between the astrologers and the logic of the mathematicians[footnoteRef:40], Cicero creates an atmosphere where the belief in divination in itself sounds almost ridiculous. Although, Cicero does miss the point slightly by directly associating Stoic divination with that of science. To the Stoic, divination is separate to science and they do not claim it as such.[footnoteRef:41] Nicholas Denyer points out in ‘The Case Against Divination: An Examination of Cicero’s “De divinatione”’ that if Cicero were to be more successful in disputing the Stoic ideology, he should have criticised it on theological grounds rather than that of science.[footnoteRef:42] Indeed what may appear arbitrary in the eyes of an Academic, appears quite logical in a diverse, multi-layered Stoic universe; full of symbols, signs,[footnoteRef:43] and constant interaction between humanity and the divine.[footnoteRef:44] [35:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 54]  [36:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 383]  [37:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 379]  [38:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 381]  [39:  Santangelo, Divination, Prediction, p. 30]  [40:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 381]  [41:  Nicholas Denyer, ‘The Case Against Divination: An Examination of Cicero’s “De divinatione”’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, 211.31 (1985), 1-10 (p. 6)]  [42:  Denyer, ‘The Case Against Divination’, p. 9]  [43:  Walter Burkert, ‘Signs, Commands, and Knowledge: Ancient Divination Between Enigma and Epiphany’ in Mantikê: Studies in Ancient Divination, ed. by Sarah Iles Johnston and Peter T. Struck (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2005), pp. 29-48 (p. 31)]  [44:  R.J. Hankinson, ‘Stoicism, Science and Divination.’ Apeiron: A Journal for Ancient Philosophy and Science, 21.2 (1988), 123–160 (p. 139)] 


Cicero’s next line of attack takes on the Stoic definition of divination itself. Quintus defined divination as “the foreknowledge and foretelling of things which happen by chance”[footnoteRef:45]. Cicero points out the contradiction in that statement, for “the foreknowledge possessed by a physician, a pilot, and a general is of ‘things which happen by chance.’”.[footnoteRef:46] By casting doubt on the very meaning of divination and thus portraying it as ambiguous and obscure, Cicero is persuasive in challenging the Stoic belief.[footnoteRef:47] For if the Stoics cannot effectively define divination, what even is it, how effective is it and what purpose does it serve in society? As well as his Academic strategy of questioning and reasoning, Cicero employs the use of exempla in his cross-examination of Quintus’ prior claims in favour of divination.[footnoteRef:48] By using the accounts of Book 1 and contradicting their validity with sceptical rationalism, Cicero begins to unravel the Stoic argument piece by piece. Even going as far as openly criticising Quintus for his heavy reliance on examples, accusing him of bombardment “by marshalling an astonishing array of examples from fiction”.[footnoteRef:49] The word choice here is quite harsh and very assuming, dismissing all of Quintus’ accounts as fabrications or exaggerations of some sort.[footnoteRef:50] Presumably, Cicero’s intention here was to throw into question all of Quintus’ arguments set forth in Book 1, but the tone he creates in doing is so passionate in its conviction, it is hard to distinguish if this is the real voice of Cicero speaking in earnest through his character.[footnoteRef:51]  [45:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 385]  [46:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 385]  [47:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 52]  [48:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 54]  [49:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 401]  [50:  Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief’, p. 367]  [51:  Eli Edward Burriss, ‘Cicero's Religious Unbelief’, The Classical Weekly, 17.13 (1924), 101–103 (p.102)] 



Next, Cicero moves onto a more thorough discussion of Quintus’ ‘Artificial’ and ‘Natural’ divinatory practices, such as divination through entrails, portents, and augury. Cicero’s first objection is the lack of uniformity across cultures, noting that for haruspicy “we see some nations interpreting entrails in one way and some in another”.[footnoteRef:52] Indeed the national differences in interpretations could be seen as proof of the inconsistency in divination, however Cicero fails to take into account the cultural and linguistic differences that the Stoic gods would foreseeably acknowledge before attempting to communicate.[footnoteRef:53] In addressing Quintus’ account of Pherecydes, who foretold an earthquake after looking at water drawn from a well, Cicero complains “such nonsense is often heard in the schools, but one does not have to believe everything one hears.”[footnoteRef:54] The derisive tone Cicero sets here through his use of word choice, seems almost aggressive in his dismissal of the Stoics. It comes as no surprise that many scholars, such as Pease[footnoteRef:55] and Momigliano[footnoteRef:56], have long construed Book 2 as a malicious attack on Cicero’s part against the absurdity of divination. Consider Cicero’s response to the Stoic reasoning behind the divination of entrails, in which he exclaims “upon my word, no old woman is credulous enough now to believe such stuff!”.[footnoteRef:57] He even employs the use of sarcasm to further his ridicule, arguing against the triviality of prophetic signs. For example, the story in which the victory of the Thebans was foretold by the crowing of chickens. Cicero remarks “a fine portent indeed! You talk as if a fish and not a cock had done the crowing!”.[footnoteRef:58] The consistent rhetorical use of exclamations, sarcasm and negative phrasing in Book 2, is very convincing in portraying the Stoics as the inferior side of the argument. Cicero depicts them as almost child-like or naïve in their convictions, and thus unworthy of being taken seriously.  [52:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 403]  [53:  Denyer, ‘The Case Against Divination’, p. 7]  [54:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 405]  [55:  Arthur Stanley Pease, M. Tulli Ciceronis De divinatione (Urbana: University of Illinois, 1920), pp. 12-13]  [56:  Momigliano, ‘The Theological Efforts’, pp. 208-209]  [57:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 409]  [58:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 435] 


The passion in which Cicero composed his essay against divination does leave the reader pondering his motivations for his writing. Robert Goar suggests in his paper ‘The Purpose of De divinatione’ that the principal aim of the work was to dispel superstition without totally disregarding the beliefs and traditions of the State.[footnoteRef:59] It is important to note that, at no point does Cicero promote the total abolition of divination, in fact he makes a point in stressing the value that some practices, such as augury, have on Roman culture and politics.[footnoteRef:60] For the sake of tradition and political expediency[footnoteRef:61], Cicero maintains that some reverence should be reserved for divination that profits the good of society.[footnoteRef:62] This is suggestive that his motivations were not as simple as just discrediting divination,[footnoteRef:63] but rather an attempt to reassert the power and authority of man, and the control of the State.[footnoteRef:64] Left unchecked, unsanctioned divinatory beliefs and practices, such as necromancy[footnoteRef:65], posed a dangerous threat of potential revolt, for it undermined the very dominion of the Republic.[footnoteRef:66]  [59:  Goar, ‘The Purpose of De divinatione’, p. 242]  [60:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 451]  [61:  Friedrich Solmsen, ‘Cicero on Religio and Superstitio’, The Classical Weekly, 37.14 (1944), 159–60 (p. 160)]  [62:  Eli María Emilia Cairo, ‘La invocación de los antepasados en De diuinatione y De natura deorum de Cicerón. Religio e identidad romana a fines de la república 1/The Invocation of the Forefathers in Cicero's De divinatione and De natura deorum. Religio and Roman Identity in the End of the Republic’, Cuadernos de filología clásica. Estudios latinos, 35.2 (2015), 217-234 (pp. 225-226)]  [63:  Goar, ‘The Purpose of De divinatione’, p. 242]  [64:  Santangelo, Divination, Prediction, pp. 12-13]  [65:  Cicero, De divinatione, p. 369]  [66:  Burkert, ‘Signs, Commands’, p. 45] 



Conclusion

Analysing Cicero’s arguments both for and ultimately against divination, has uncovered a complex and intricate piece that constantly demands re-evaluation by the reader. Whether it is the scathing attack that scholars, such as Pease[footnoteRef:67] and Momigliano[footnoteRef:68] have often interpreted it to be, or the more equally balanced argument that Cabrera[footnoteRef:69], Beard[footnoteRef:70] and Goar[footnoteRef:71] see it; De divinatione refuses to be truly defined. The genius of Cicero’s approach in his writing, is that even if his genuine opinions are reflected in the strong stance of Book 2, such as is suggested through his eloquent use of language, tone and sarcasm in his prose, the Academic rationalism he employs could equally be applied by the reader to favour the opposite point of view.[footnoteRef:72] After all, Cicero presents no definite conclusion for his case against divination, leaving the reader open to ultimately decide for themselves. To consider the potential motivations for Cicero’s writing, the evidence suggests that his treatise on divination was less of a condemnation, and more of a plea to a more general readership. For the stability of society, he emphasises the rationalist dogma; encouraging the reader to think more deeply and to question the logic of popular superstition, whilst still respecting beloved Roman traditions and the hierarchical control of the Republic.   [67:  Pease, M. Tulli Ciceronis, pp. 12-13]  [68:  Momigliano, ‘The Theological Efforts’, pp. 208-209]  [69:  Cabrera, ‘Evidence and Explanation’, p. 23]  [70:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 34]  [71:  Goar, ‘The Purpose of De divinatione’, p. 248]  [72:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 63] 
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