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Can the theory and practice of divination help distinguish between magic and religion? 

Word count: 		[-188 title section, biblio]max 4725

This essay will examine the theory and practice of divination to consider whether it can help to distinguish between magic and religion. It will focus on theory and practice of divination in ancient Greece, which will be considered in the context of theoretical debates on the delineation between magic and religion. After introducing the primary sources used, an overview of the theoretical debates will be given, including a framework for the discussion which follows. The specifics of divination in ancient Greece will be considered, first in a more general sense and then according to more in depth theoretical frameworks.

A range of primary sources will be referred to, including those summarising questions asked at the Oracles of Delphi and Dodona, as published in the work of Joseph Fontenrose[footnoteRef:1] and Esther Eidinow[footnoteRef:2] respectively. Oracles like these played a key role not just in Greek society but also took on mythological attributes; Fontenrose notes that by 500 BCE, most Hellenes already assumed the origins of the oracle of Delphi to be in ‘the earliest days of the world.’[footnoteRef:3] Reference will also be made to works by Hesiod[footnoteRef:4] and Herodotus.[footnoteRef:5] In his Works and Days, Hesiod gives a divinatory technique based on lucky and unlucky days. Whilst relatively simple, this is an early example of the collection and organisation of divinatory material, implying that such practices were already fairly well established around the end of the seventh century or beginning of the eighth century BCE when Hesiod is believed to have been writing.[footnoteRef:6] Herodotus, believed to have been born around 484 BCE, wrote a history of the Persian Wars which is also ‘a summary of popular knowledge or belief respecting recent events and the world as known more or less to the Greeks,’[footnoteRef:7] as A.D. Godley affirms in his introduction to Herodotus’ work. The work of Herodotus therefore offers not only references to religion and divination but also a sense of the wider context in which these were experienced. Ancient explorations of the theory of divination will also be referenced, including the works of Plato and Xenophon. Both of these authors explore not just the nature of divination but how and why it was used. For example, Plato gives what is according to Sarah Iles Johnston ‘our earliest critical discussion of divination’[footnoteRef:8] in his Phaedrus, with Socrates referring to the importance of the oracles at Delphi and Dodona.[footnoteRef:9] The Greek Magical Papyri, a collection of spells and invocations ‘of diverse origin and nature… from the early Hellenistic period to late antiquity’, as Hans Bieter Betz explains in the introduction to his edition of the Greek Magical Papyri in translation,[footnoteRef:10] are another key source. Many of the spells and invocations have divination as their aim, so that whilst the compilation of the papyri took place later in the chronology of ancient Greece, they are still a relevant source, especially given the large number of divinatory spells in the Greek Magical Papyri. As Johnston has noted, the Greek Magical Papyri, also referred to as the PGM, are ‘usually considered magical.’[footnoteRef:11] However this can be problematic. As David Frankfurter has explored, ‘“the magical papyri” is itself a modern designation,’ opening up the issue of emic and etic approaches and the difficulty of understanding Greek intentions and ideas from the modern perspective of scholars. This critique is echoed by Johnston, who affirms that ‘the PGM is an artificial construct… it was modern minds that decided what belonged in it.’[footnoteRef:12]  [1:  Joseph Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle: Its Responses and Operations, with a Catalogue of Responses (University of California Press, 1978)]  [2:  Esther Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk Among the Ancient Greeks, (Oxford University Press, 2007).]  [3:  Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle, p.1.]  [4:  Hesiod. Theogony. Works and Days. Testimonia. Edited and translated by Glenn W. Most. Loeb Classical Library 57. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018.]  [5:  Herodotus. The Persian Wars, Volume III: Books 5-7. Translated by A. D. Godley. Loeb Classical Library 119. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1922.]  [6:  Hesiod. Theogony. Works and Days. Testimonia. p. xxiii.]  [7:  Herodotus. The Persian Wars, Volume I: Books 1-2. Translated by A. D. Godley. Loeb Classical Library 117. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1920, p. x.]  [8:  Sarah Iles Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, 1st ed. (Malden, MA; Wiley-Blackwell Pub., 2008), p. 8.]  [9:  Plato. Lysis. Symposium. Phaedrus. Edited and translated by Christopher Emlyn-Jones, William Preddy. Loeb Classical Library 166. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2022), 244b, p. 405.]  [10:  Hans Dieter Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells, Vol.1, Texts., 2nd ed. (University of Chicago Press, 1992), p. xlv.]  [11:  Johnston, ‘Ancient Greek Divination,’ p. 145.]  [12:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 149.] 


Much of the scholarship on ancient divination, magic and religion engages to a greater or lesser extent with this debate between the emic and the etic, with H.S. Versnel expressing it bluntly as ‘Magic does not exist, nor does religion. What do exist are our definitions of these concepts.’[footnoteRef:13] The sources introduced above will therefore be used to examine these key theoretical debates around the difference between magic and religion and the potential role of divination in delineating between them, with Versnel’s work forming a framework for the discussion. Noting that whilst the scholarly discourse on magic and religion has led to a ‘confusing spectrum of divergent theories’[footnoteRef:14] so that many scholars have suggested that a delineation or clear definition simply is not possible, Versnel argues that ‘at least a working definition’ is needed to improve scholarly understanding.[footnoteRef:15] He suggests that the different theoretical frameworks around magic and religion focus on either intention, attitude, action, and social or moral evaluation.[footnoteRef:16] This codification is useful to allow for navigation through the complex scholarly debates, as Radcliffe G. Edmonds also affirms in using them to explore ancient Greek definitions of magic; ‘Versnel distinguishes four criteria, attitude, action, intention, and social evaluation, that are most often used to distinguish magic from normative religion’.[footnoteRef:17]  [13:  H.S. Versnel, Some Reflections On the Relationship Magic-Religion, Numen, 38.2 (1991), p. 177.]  [14:  Versnel, Some Reflections On the Relationship Magic-Religion, p. 181.]  [15:  Versnel, Some Reflections On the Relationship Magic-Religion, p. 185.]  [16:  Versnel, Some Reflections On the Relationship Magic-Religion, p. 178-9.]  [17:  Radcliffe G. Edmonds, Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Ancient Greco-Roman World, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019), p. 15.] 


The key theoretical frameworks include the work of the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, who sees magic as being concerned with practical and concrete goals, whereas the aims of religion are more abstract or long term, so that the intention of the practitioner is the deciding factor between a magical or a religious approach.[footnoteRef:18] The attitude of the practitioner can also be a deciding factor, as another anthropologist, James Frazer, has explored. Frazer suggests that religion is a ‘propitiation or conciliation of powers superior to man’[footnoteRef:19] whereas magic ‘constrains or coerces’[footnoteRef:20] such powers, so that as Versnel summarises, ‘magic is essentially manipulative.’[footnoteRef:21] Finally, the social roles of magic and religion, rooted in the work of sociologist Émile Durkheim, will be considered, for example religion as a collective practice which reinforces social expectations whereas magic is an individual practice which is often non-normative.[footnoteRef:22] As will be seen and as Murray and Rosalie Wax have argued, many scholars use delineations between magic and religion ‘as they derive from Frazer, Durkheim and Malinowski.’[footnoteRef:23] However contemporary scholarship on magic and religion is less likely to delineate definitively between the two, treating them instead as a kind of magico-religious continuum. For example, Kim Beerden writes of magic and religion being ‘plants in the same garden’ and on a ‘sliding scale.’[footnoteRef:24] As will be seen, divination can be one way of considering this sliding scale, and divinatory practices can occupy different places on the scale. [18:  Bronislaw Malinowksi, Magic, Science Religion and Other Essays, (Glencoe, IL: The Free Press, 1948), p. 68.]  [19:  James George Frazer, The Golden Bough; a Study in Magic and Religion, (London, Papermac, 1995), p. 49.]  [20:  Frazer, The Golden Bough, p. 50.]  [21:  Versnel, Some Reflections On the Relationship Magic-Religion, p. 178.]  [22:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary forms of Religious Life, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 42.]  [23:  Wax and Wax FULL REF p. 500.]  [24:  Kim Beerden, Worlds Full of Signs: Ancient Greek Divination in Context (Leiden: Brill, 2013), p. 30.] 


Divination, Religion and Magic in ancient Greece 

Turning to the specific  nature of divination, religion and magic in ancient Greece, Xenophon gives a definition of divination from the ancient Greek perspective in his Memorabilia, with Socrates explaining that ‘insofar as we are powerless by ourselves to foresee what is expedient for the future, the gods lend us their aid, revealing the issues by divination to inquirers and teaching them how to obtain the best result.’[footnoteRef:25] Divination here is seen as the gods communicating with humanity, proving as Xenophon puts it ‘that the gods devote much care to mankind,’[footnoteRef:26] a clearly religious approach. Plato also makes reference to divination, commenting in his Phaedrus that ‘For both the prophetess in Delphi and the priestesses at Dodona… have performed many good services for Greece, both in private and in public matters.’[footnoteRef:27] Divination, at least in Plato’s preferred form of ‘god-inspired prophecy’[footnoteRef:28] is therefore knowledge which comes directly from the gods, making it by default a religious practice, albeit one which has practical uses as Plato suggests. These two examples show a clear understanding of divination in ancient Greece as a practice closely involved with religion. [25:  Xenophon. Memorabilia. Oeconomicus. Symposium. Apology. Translated by E. C. Marchant, O. J. Todd. Revised by Jeffrey Henderson. Loeb Classical Library 168. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 4.3.12, p. 319.]  [26:  Xenophon. Memorabilia. Oeconomicus. Symposium. Apology. 4.3.12, p. 319.]  [27:  Plato. Lysis. Symposium. Phaedrus, 244b, p. 405.]  [28:  Plato. Lysis. Symposium. Phaedrus, 244b, p. 405.] 


Plato also refers to a more prosaic theory of divination in his Timaeus, in his exploration of the parts of the human body. In locating the parts of the soul in the physical body, he explains that ‘since they scrupled to pollute the divine,’ the head (seat of the divine or immortal soul) was separated from the rest of the body by the neck, and ‘within the chest… they fastened the mortal kind of soul.’[footnoteRef:29] He then explains that the liver is a mirror through which the immortal soul can influence the mortal soul. The liver is therefore ‘the organ of divination, that it might in some degree lay hold on truth.’[footnoteRef:30] As Johnston has noted, the practice of liver divination was familiar enough that Plato could simply ‘use it as a reference point.’[footnoteRef:31] In Plato’s basing this theory in the human body, a more natural or material approach to divination is suggested, bringing perhaps a suggestion of Frazer, as explored below, in magic as a kind of natural cause and effect, in that natural influence of one part of the soul on another then allows divination to happen. As Peter Struck has observed in reference to this passage, ‘Divination… turns out to be the final cause of our appetites.’[footnoteRef:32] However in this case the cause is the divine soul which affects the physical body and the mortal soul, giving a divine cause for a material effect. Ultimately the source of the divinatory knowledge is the immortal soul, connected to the divine, so that divination is still framed as a religious rather than a magical practice.  [29:  Plato. Timaeus. Critias. Cleitophon. Menexenus. Epistles. Translated by R. G. Bury. Loeb Classical Library 234. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929), 69e, p. 181.]  [30:  Plato. Timaeus. Critias. Cleitophon. Menexenus. Epistles. 71e, p. 187.]  [31:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 125.]  [32:  Struck, Peter T, Divination and Human Nature: A Cognitive History of Intuition in Classical Antiquity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), p. 89.
] 


These ancient considerations of the theory of divination show it as a religious practice, albeit one which can provide practical knowledge, and this is reinforced by a wide range of scholarship. For example, Walter Burkert has explored divination as an intrinsic part of ancient Greek religion, stating that ‘the observation of signs and abnormal proclamations were drawn into the sphere of religion long before our sources begin.’[footnoteRef:33] This is supported by the hemerology of Hesiod referred to above.[footnoteRef:34] The presence of this information suggest that this was familiar knowledge at the time – as Johnston has noted, ‘that Hesiod could compose a detailed list of these predictions… suggests that already… a fair amount of energy had been spent on collecting and organizing this material.’[footnoteRef:35] Lisa Raphals also argues that ‘Greek mantic practices were closely linked to the gods,’[footnoteRef:36] reinforcing her argument by comparing ancient Greek practices Chinese practices which have ‘a relative absence of gods.’[footnoteRef:37] As Raphals states, ‘mantic communication was lubricated by economics of prayer and sacrifice managed through ritual,’[footnoteRef:38] again suggesting divination as a strongly religious practice. The secondary scholarship therefore supports the theoretical sources in suggesting that ancient Greek divination was a practice more inclined to the religious than the magical.  [33:  Walter Burkert, ‘Signs, Commands and Knowledge: ancient divination between enigma and epiphany’ in Sarah Iles Johnston, and Peter T Struck (eds.), Mantike: Studies in Ancient Divination, (Leiden; Brill, 2005), p. 35. ]  [34:  Hesiod. Theogony. Works and Days. Testimonia, lines 7]  [35:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 6.]  [36:  Lisa Raphals, ‘Which Gods if Any: Gods, Cosmologies, and Their Implications for Chinese and Greek Divination’ in Ancient Divination and Experience, Lindsay G. Driediger-Murphy and Esther Eidinow (eds.), (Oxford: Oxford University Press (2019), p. 266. ]  [37:  Lisa Raphals, Which Gods if Any, p. 253.]  [38:  Lisa Raphals, Which Gods if Any, p. 267.] 


Writing on magic in ancient Greece, Fritz Graf has affirmed this distinction, suggesting that ‘divination… obtained information about the future without one’s thinking of manipulating the unfolding of events’ and going on to give examples of ‘positive magical rites’ which were intended to ‘manipulate… the outcome of events,’ suggesting as Versnel does a definition of magic as manipulative.[footnoteRef:39] The presence of magic in ancient Greece can be seen from mentions of magic in questions asked at the Oracles. For example, there is a record of the question ‘Did he (or she) introduce a poison (or potion) to my children, or to my wife or to me’[footnoteRef:40] at the oracle of Dodona. The word in translated as ‘poison or potion’ is pharmakon so that there is some ambiguity here, as Esther Eidinow has noted[footnoteRef:41] and Anastasios-Ph. Christidis, Sotiris Dakaris and Ioulia Vokotopoulou have also questioned.[footnoteRef:42] In this case, the connect between divination and magic is no more than the connection between divination and any other area of life which was asked about at the Oracle. However, a tablet was also recorded at Dodona containing a figure similar to images seen in later sources which are conventionally seen as magical. Whilst as the only text to have survived is ‘Praying to which of the gods?’[footnoteRef:43] there was also a drawing resembling a figure found in some versions of a fertility spell in the Greek Magical Papyri.[footnoteRef:44] There is perhaps a suggestion here of a combination of divination and magic, so that a question about the possibility of having a child which is then reinforced with a figure aiming to bring about the desired event. Eidinow also refers to this image, indeed suggesting that it may be a form of ‘magical reinforcement.’[footnoteRef:45] As Christidis et al have noted, ‘it is unclear whether the drawing is related to the inscription’ and definite conclusions cannot be drawn. However Christidis et al, like Eidinow who refers directly to their work, also go on to consider the possibility of the image as ‘magical reinforcement’ for the divinatory question.[footnoteRef:46] This spell is dated to the second quarter of the fifth century BCE, making it considerably earlier than the texts of the Greek Magical Papyri. Whilst an evolution in the intervening time from divination as formal religion to a more individualised practice is plausible, the specifics may have changed little. This suggests the possibility of a long continuity of magical practice in ancient Greece, supported by the ‘strong tendency toward continuity in all aspects of Greek religious practices and belief,’ affirmed by Johnston.[footnoteRef:47] Divination can therefore help to illustrate distinctions between magic and religion in ancient Greece, showing in this case a tendency towards divination as a religious practice, but one which has links to an approach which may be seen as magical. The distinctions between divination in the context of religion and magic in ancient Greece will now be examined in more detail, following the framework suggested by Versnel as discussed above. [39:  Fritz Graf, ‘Magic in the Ancient World’ FULL REF p. 158.]  [40:  Esther Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk Among the Ancient Greeks, (Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 118.]  [41:  Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk Among the Ancient Greeks, p. 112.]  [42:  Anastasios-Ph. Christidis, Sotiris Dakaris and Ioulia Vokotopoulou, IN FULL REF]  [43:  Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk Among the Ancient Greeks, p. 112.]  [44:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, PGM XXXVI 283-94, p. 276.]  [45:  Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk Among the Ancient Greeks, p. 112.]  [46:  NAME Christidis SECONDARY REF, p. 69.]  [47:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 151.] 


Religious and Magical Attitudes

As introduced above, one theory of the difference between religion and magic, rooted mainly in the work of James Frazer, sees a clear distinction which is rooted in the attitude of the practitioner. Religion is a ‘conciliation of superhuman powers,’[footnoteRef:48] so that magic is not religious because in practising magic, the magician ‘supplicates no higher power.’[footnoteRef:49] Frazer sees the practice of magic as a matter of cause and effect; ‘the magician does not doubt that the same causes will always produce the same effects,’ making magic a process rooted in nature, so that Frazer in fact sees magic as being ‘identical with modern science.’[footnoteRef:50] As seen above, Plato’s exploration in the Timaeus of the human body as a seat of divination could be seen as a possible example of a more scientific, in the modern sense used by Frazer, approach which suggests placing divination closer to the magical end of the scale. However as already discussed, the ultimate source of the divinatory effect is still the divine.  [48:  Frazer, The Golden Bough, p. 50.]  [49:  Frazer, The Golden Bough, p. 48.]  [50:  Frazer, The Golden Bough, p. 48.] 


In the Greek Magical Papyri, a range of both coercive and supplicatory language can be found. For example, the Saucer divination of Aphrodite uses supplicatory language to the goddess in requesting that she ‘give answer’, beginning ‘Hail, very glorious goddess.’[footnoteRef:51] A more general oracular request follows it contains long hymns to the gods using supplicatory language, such as ‘All-mighty is the god, but you are greatest / Immortal one; I beg you, shine forth now.’[footnoteRef:52] However the spell continues ‘Send me the daimon who will give responses to me about everything which I order him to speak about,’[footnoteRef:53] giving a contrasting, more coercive approach. Another oracular request includes the words ‘I conjure you, lord gods… do not, therefore, disregard me’ language which is again more demanding.[footnoteRef:54] A range of both coercive and supplicatory language can therefore be seen in the Greek Magical Papyri, sometimes in the same spell. The divinatory spells of the PGM therefore echo the prayers referred to in a similar context by Edmonds as having ‘a mixture of imperatives and supplications scattered throughout.’[footnoteRef:55] The evidence of divination from ancient Greece does not fit Frazer’s theory, and indeed his ideas are is now generally dismissed or criticised, even ‘subjected to severe criticism’ as Wax and Wax have argued.[footnoteRef:56] That said, these ideas are still implicit in the work of many scholars, such as Matthew Dickie INCLUDE EXAMPLE, Dickie takes Frazer’s theory of coercion or supplication of the gods as implicit without explicitly referring to it TIDY UP AND CLARIFY REFS [51:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, PGM IV 3225, p. 100.]  [52:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, PGM III 218-9, p. 24.]  [53:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, PGM III 231-2, p. 25.]  [54:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, PGM III 171-3, p. 22-3.]  [55:  Edmonds, Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Ancient Greco-Roman World, pp. 15-16.]  [56:  Wax and Wax SEC REF p. 500.] 

Michael Flower also seems to assume this delineation between magic and religion in his examination of Greek seership, stating that ‘seers sometimes attempted, as did magicians, to manipulate and coerce the gods by supernatural means.’ REF p.66 For scholars it is therefore perhaps ‘easy to be seduced by the definition of James Frazer,’ as Flower says himself. REF p. 67 From this particular  perspective, divination can be seen as at least partly magical, although the distinction is not clear and can be challenged.

Religious or Magical Intention 

As introduced above, the intention or goal of the practitioner can also be seen as a way to delineate between religion and magic. This theory is rooted in the work of Malinowski who states that magic is ‘a practical art… acts which are only a means to a definite end’ whereas religion is a ‘a body of self-contained acts being themselves the fulfilment of their purpose.’[footnoteRef:57] Divination as ‘a practical art’ is implied in many of the ancient sources, in that it brings a knowledge which may be outside of the everyday and which is used for example in decision making. Hesiod for example suggests that the knowledge of lucky and unlucky days allows for living well, concluding that ‘Happy and blessed is he who knows all these things and does his work without giving offense to the immortals.’[footnoteRef:58] The knowledge offered speaks to everyday matters. For example, ‘On the middle seventh day… the woodcutter should cut boards for a bedchamber and many planks for a boat, ones which are well fitting for boats. On the fourth begin to build narrow boats.’[footnoteRef:59] This might be said to offer a foreshadowing of Malinowski’s reference to canoe building magic.[footnoteRef:60] Whilst for the most part, Hesiod’s suggestions for lucky days are for practical uses, he also refers to the divine, calling lucky days ‘the days that come from Zeus,’[footnoteRef:61] and giving occasional mythological justifications, such as ‘Avoid the fifth days, since they are difficult and dread: for they say that it was on the fifth that the Erinyes attended upon Oath as it was born.’[footnoteRef:62] Once again divinatory practice does not delineate clearly between the potentially magical and the religious. [57:  Malinowksi, Magic, Science Religion and Other Essays, p. 68.]  [58:  Hesiod. Theogony. Works and Days. Testimonia, lines 826-8.]  [59:  Hesiod. Theogony. Works and Days. Testimonia, lines 805-10.]  [60:  Malinowksi, Magic, Science Religion and Other Essays, p. 165-6.]  [61:  Hesiod. Theogony. Works and Days. Testimonia, line 765.]  [62:  Hesiod. Theogony. Works and Days. Testimonia, lines 801-3.] 


In the Greek Magical Papyri, many divinatory spells are also a means to a definite end, in that they seek knowledge of a particular situation. For example, the Oracle of Kronos includes a formula to invoke the god to ‘tell me by necessity containing the NN matter.’[footnoteRef:63] Likewise, a request for a dream oracle asks, ‘reveal to me concerning the things I wish.’[footnoteRef:64] Both of these examples suggest that the spell is a means to a specific end, the obtaining of knowledge ‘concerning the things I wish.’ In both examples, the request for information which is the apparent purpose of the spell is only a small proportion of the full ritual or spell. Each contains invocations and actions of relative complexity to be carried out before the request is made, including herbs to be gather and mixed and specific wording to be used. This suggests Malinowski’s definition of magic as ‘a definite mental and practical technique.’[footnoteRef:65]  [63:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, PGM IV 3106-7, p. 98.]  [64:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, PGM VII 369, p. 127.]  [65:  Malinowksi, Magic, Science Religion and Other Essays, p. 70.] 


	Turning to examples from the established Greek oracles, many of the responses from the Oracle at Dodona ask about questions which are both practical and personal, on areas of life such as travel, home, or work. For example, ‘Archonidas asks the god whether I should sail into Sicily?’[footnoteRef:66] and ‘Kleouts asks Zeus and Dione if it will be better and more profitable for him if he keeps cattle.’[footnoteRef:67] The prosaic nature of most of the questions suggest that divination played a role in practical decision making as a means to an end rather than a more general religious connection, as defined by Malinowski’s theory. The catalogue of questions asked to the oracle contains many pertaining to travel, work, marriage and children but there are only two questions in the section on ritual activity.[footnoteRef:68] This suggests that explicitly religious matters were less of a concern. These two questions, which have been explored above in the context of their potential connections with magic, still seek practical knowledge, for example of who might mean harm to their family. By contrast however, many of the available questions from the Oracle at Delphi suggest more religious or philosophical concerns. For example, Fontenrose lists questions about which sacred acts to perform,[footnoteRef:69] which gods to honour and how to create sanctuaries to the gods.[footnoteRef:70] But again, the practicalities or specifics here seem to take precedence over the ‘self-contained acts’ of religion, so that even these questions are still a means to an end, albeit a religious end. Divination could therefore be seen as magical in line with Malinowski’s theory. On the other hand, in both cases the divination is part of established religious ritual at established religious sites, arguably making them a religious practice which is a means to a definite end, contradicting Malinowski’s theory. Some ancient Greek divinatory sources do suggest a magical approach according to Malinowski’s delineation but ultimately overlap with his definition of religion, so that divination again illuminates the lack of a clear distinction between magic and religion. [66:  Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk Among the Ancient Greeks, p. 77.]  [67:  Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk Among the Ancient Greeks, p. 95.]  [68:  Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk Among the Ancient Greeks, p. 112-3.]  [69:  Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle, p. 244.]  [70:  Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle, p. 257.] 


Religion and magic in society 

Magic and religion have often been considered from a sociological perspective, as noted above in reference to the work of Émile Durkheim. For Durkheim, ‘religious beliefs belong to a group, and unite it,’[footnoteRef:71] whereas a ‘magician has a clientele, not a Church.’[footnoteRef:72] The Greek Magical Papyri contains examples of divination spells carried out by individuals, outside of the religious infrastructure. For example, a charm ‘that produces a direct vision’ is also a ‘prayer for divine alliance’ which includes instructions for specific actions and hymns to the gods to be recited.[footnoteRef:73]  This suggests divination at the magical end of the spectrum, carried out by a private individual or a professional magician in line with Durkheim’s theory. BETTER REF ON PROF MAGICIAN?? [71:  Durkheim, The Elementary forms of Religious Life, p. 42.]  [72:  Durkheim, The Elementary forms of Religious Life, p. 43.]  [73:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, PGM IV 930, p. 56.] 


There are also examples of divination being done for example for cities, suggesting that religious divination can also be a collective act. For example, Herodotus recounts the story of the Cnidians, who tried to cut their peninsula of land off from the mainland to avoid being invaded by Harpagus. When the work did not go well, they ‘sent to Delphi to inquire what it was hindered their efforts’ and were told ‘Zeus would have made an island, had he wished.’ REF p. 79 The Cnidians then ceased their work and submitted to the invasion. In this case, the act of divination does bring a shared experience, and the community as a whole abide by the word of the Oracle. Likewise, there are examples of oracles sought by the citizens of Athens, from broad questions such as ‘Consideration of the welfare and prosperity of the state,’[footnoteRef:74] to specific concerns such as a ‘Proposal to improve the dress and adornments of the goddesses.’[footnoteRef:75] From a Durkheimian perspective, divination can therefore also be seen as a religious act, part of the collective beliefs which unite the group. However Greek religion included private as well as collective practices, as in the examples given in the previous section of the established oracle centres of ancient Greece as places where private individuals sought oracles on matters of personal concern. As Edmonds has pointed out and as the examples in the previous section show, ‘the act of communication is personal and particular, from the god to the mortal.’[footnoteRef:76] The use of the Oracles therefore blurs the boundaries between group and individual religious practices, challenging Durkheim’s theory. Once again, divination is able to contribute to the delineation, or lack of it, between magic and religion in ancient Greece.  [74:  Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle, p. 253.]  [75:  Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle, p. 255.]  [76:  Edmonds, Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Ancient Greco-Roman World, p. 233.] 


Religion and magic in society – normative and non-normative

Durkheim’s delineation of religion as collective and magic as individual can lead to magic being seen as a deviation from religion, so that for example Murray and Rosalie Wax argue that according to Durkheim, ‘magic is utterly and absolutely immoral.’[footnoteRef:77] Edmonds on the other hand is less critical, defining magic as ‘a discourse pertaining to non-normative ritualised activity.’[footnoteRef:78] Examples of this non-normative delineation can be found in ancient Greek sources. For example, in his examination of poisoning in his Laws, Plato delineates between medical knowledge and sorcery, suggesting that only ‘a prophet or diviner’ would have knowledge of the latter and so be punished more severely.[footnoteRef:79] In this case, divination is seen as magic or sorcery rather than religion. Elsewhere in the Laws, Plato refers to those who ‘promis[e] to persuade the gods by bewitching them’ in the context of impiety.[footnoteRef:80] Whilst there is no explicit reference to divination in the latter example, the connection can be made in Plato’s works between diviners, magic and practices which are outside the religious or societal norm. In the Republic, Plato refers ‘wandering priests and prophets,’ who ‘approach the doors of the wealthy and persuade them that they have a power from the gods.’[footnoteRef:81]  Here religious figures are connected with divination and again the negative association around manipulation and behaviour outside what is socially acceptable is made. This example of the itinerant magician who may also be a diviner is quoted by Matthew W. Dickie, who states that ‘magic in the Greek world grew out of the rituals of religion.’[footnoteRef:82] This may be seen as influenced by Durkheim, who asserts that magic ‘was born from religion.’[footnoteRef:83] Edmonds also notes ‘how divination can be considered magic on the basis of who is performing it.’[footnoteRef:84] Divination here illustrates a religious activity which is considered magical when carried out by those seen as, as Edmonds puts it, ‘people claiming expert authority outside the established power structures.’[footnoteRef:85] The itinerant diviner, seen as a magician, is therefore an example of divination moving along the magico-religious continuum from religion toward magic. Edmonds also gives the example of necromancy as a form of divination which is ‘beyond the bounds of normal practice’[footnoteRef:86] and is therefore seen as more magic than religion. For example, Herodotus recounts the story of a tyrant who consults the ghost of his wife, who refuses to answer his question until he compensates her for the lack of proper funeral garments. He responds by assembling the women of the city and ‘stripp[ing] them all alike’, then burning their clothes in a pit, following which the ghost gives him the information he seeks.[footnoteRef:87] However whilst condemning that ‘such a thing is despotism,’ Herodotus does not explicitly refer to this divinatory practice as magical or indeed as religious, suggesting that from an emic perspective, the distinction was less of a concern.  [77:  Wax and Wax SEC REF p. 497.]  [78:  Edmonds, Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Ancient Greco-Roman World, p. 5.]  [79:  Plato, Laws, Volume II: Books 7-12. Translated by R. G. Bury. Loeb Classical Library 192. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926), 933d, p. 457.]  [80:  Plato, Laws, Volume II: Books 7-12, 909b, p. 383.]  [81:  Plato, Republic, Volume I: Books 1-5. Edited and translated by Christopher Emlyn-Jones, William Preddy. Loeb Classical Library 237. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 364a, p. 143.]  [82:  Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World, p. 59.]  [83:  Durkheim, The Elementary forms of Religious Life, p. 269.]  [84:  Edmonds, Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Ancient Greco-Roman World, pp. 228-9.]  [85:  Edmonds, Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Ancient Greco-Roman World, p. 228.]  [86:  Edmonds, Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Ancient Greco-Roman World, p. 222.]  [87:  Herodotus. The Persian Wars, Volume III: Books 5-7, 5.92, p. 113.] 


Divination and the emic perspective 

As in the example given by Herodotus above suggests, divination can be a useful way to connect with an emic perspective, to examine how the ancient Greeks themselves, through their divinatory practices, might have delineated between magic and religion, if at all. Studying the questions actually asked at the Oracles can also bring this insider view, especially since as Christidis et al have explored, the range of languages and grammatical expressions used in the questions to the oracle at Dodona suggest that the tablets containing the questions were written by the individuals asking the questions. REF ADD QUOTE This [reinforces] Michael Flower’s [suggestion] that a study of divination can open up the possibility of studying ancient Greek religion from a phenomenological perspective, since in practising divination, ‘the real presence of the divine was commonly to be experienced.’ REF p.205 The examples used in this essay have illustrated this, with divination shown as an important practice for the ancient Greeks in connecting with the divine, often in established religious settings, but also in helping with a practical process of information gathering and decision making. Whilst in many cases ancient Greek divination can fit with etic definitions of either magic or religion, the primary sources themselves rarely make this distinction clear, perhaps affirming Versnel’s frank comment that religion and magic only exist in terms of how we define them. 

Conclusion

	This essay has explored the role of divination in distinguishing between magic and religion. Sources from ancient Greece were introduced, along with scholarly debates around the nature of magic and religion. Practical and theoretical examples of ancient Greek divination were then examined in the context of these scholarly debates. Both primary sources and secondary scholarship were seen to frame divination mainly in the context of established religion in ancient Greece. However examples were also given of divination which could be seen as closer to the magical end of a magico-religious continuum. This magico-religious continuum exists largely from an etic perspective, whereas from an emic perspective, the delineation between magic and religion was less of a concern. Divination is therefore able to help to distinguish between magic and religion, in many cases contradicting or at least challenging the etic or outsider views and opening up an emic perspective.
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