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Assignment 1 – Critical Review
Cosmology, Magic and Divination HPCA7027
Kelly Morrison
2216391
March 20, 2023
Cicero’s On Divination: A Review
This essay critically reviews Marcus Tullius Cicero’s philosophical treatise On Divination, translated by William Armistead Falconer, first published in 1923 through Loeb Classical Library.[footnoteRef:1] Marcus Tullius Cicero was born in 106 BC in the provincial town of Arpinum to a landed family of no national importance.[footnoteRef:2] Through family connections, he received a prestigious education and after he moved to Rome, he put his provincial past behind him.[footnoteRef:3] De Divinatione was one of his last treatises, written around the time of Julius Caesar’s assassination. The majority of the first book was likely written before the assassination with the latter parts and editing taking place after 44 BCE.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  M.T. Cicero. De Divinatione. Translated by W.A. Falconer. 1923. Harvard College: Loeb Classical Library.]  [2:  G.B. Smith, “Who Was Cicero?” Political Philosophy and the Republican Future: Reconsidering Cicero. University of Notre Dame Press. 74, 76.]  [3:  G.B. Smith, “Who Was Cicero?” 76.]  [4:  W.A. Falconer. Cicero De Divinatione. 1923. Harvard College: Loeb Classical Library, 214.] 

The treatise was written for Cicero’s contemporaries, men of similar position and education, and for posterity. He makes much of his earlier works having been received well by his audience and having had a greater impact than he had any expectation of them doing. He confessed that such positive past reception is a galvanising force in motivating him to write his thoughts on divination specifically out fully.[footnoteRef:5] It is among these learned, upper-class men that Cicero hopes to eradicate the plague of superstition.  [5:  Cicero, De Divinatione II. ii, p375.] 

On Divination addresses the philosophical and theological value of divination as a practice and method of discerning the will of the gods. Book one is dominated by the character of Quintus Cicero, modelled on Marcus Cicero’s brother, who is given the role of defending divination. The character of Marcus Cicero, modelled after the author himself, takes over with a rebuttal and absolute refutation of divination as a truthful voice of the divine, with the careful exception of the state use of augury which, he maintains, should, and in fact, must be continued for the sake of tradition.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Cicero, De Divinatione II. LXXII, p537] 

The character of Quintus grounds his main argument in the fact that there are many things which he does not understand how they work, only that they do, and he sees no reason for divination not to fall into this category of mechanics.[footnoteRef:7] “I see their power and that is enough; why they have it I do not know,” Quintus’s character says of herbal remedies.[footnoteRef:8] This is not the only time he likens divination to medical arts. He says also, in response to the censure that some predictions of divination do not come true, “what art, I say, does not have the same fault? Surely the practise of medicine is an art, yet how many mistakes it makes!”[footnoteRef:9] Medical science has never been an art with guaranteed results, and yet mankind does not lose interest in it as a subject. Quintus’s character brings up the medical applications of herblore to make a point along the same lines earlier when he says that “though reason has never explained their force and nature, yet through their usefulness they have won approval.”[footnoteRef:10] Through trial and error and a long history of recording outcomes, the medical arts have deduced the usefulness of certain herbs and treatments, just as, according to Quintus’s character, divination has sussed out the meanings of certain signs and wonders for future events. “Hardly ever do we see such signs deceive us and yet we do not see why it is so,” Quintus’s character says, using many instances of naturally occurring phenomena as examples.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  Cicero, De Divinatione I. ix, p241]  [8:  Cicero, De Divinatione I. ix, p241]  [9:  Cicero, De Divinatione I. xiv, p251]  [10:  Cicero, De Divinatione I. vi, 237.]  [11:  Cicero, De Divinatione I. ix, p239. ] 

This main argument of Quintus’s character in the section in favour of divination is matched primarily with Marcus’s character’s scorn in the second part. Marcus’s character’s main argument against divination from this direction appears to be his refusal to acknowledge the philosophical validity of Quintus’s character’s initial argument. Marcus’s character does not refute the analogies of divination with medicine, but rather focuses on the impossibility of two things being connected if he himself cannot understand the connexion. 
Assuming that all the works of nature are firmly bound together in a harmonious whole (which, I observe, is the view of the natural philosophers and especially those men who maintain that the universe is a unit), what connexion can there be between the universe and the finding of a treasure? For instance, if the entrails foretell an increase in my fortune and they do so in accordance with some law of nature, then, in the first place, there is some relationship between them and the universe, and in the second place, my financial gain is regulated by the laws of nature. Are not the natural philosophers ashamed to utter such nonsense?[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Cicero, De Divinatione II. xiv, p407] 

This dismissal of a point of view as “nonsense” and to move on from it without further study seems in direct contrast to Cicero’s initial pronouncement:
I am afraid of giving a too hasty assent to a proposition which may turn out either false or insufficiently established, I have determined carefully and persistently to compare argument with argument… for a hasty acceptance of an erroneous opinion is discreditable in any case, and especially so in an inquiry as to how much weight should be given to auspices, to sacred rites, and to religious observances; for we run the risk of committing a crime against the gods if we disregard them, or of becoming involved in old women’s superstition if we approve them.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Cicero, De Divinatione. I. IV, 231.] 

This initial pronouncement of his intention to weigh carefully every argument and consider every possibility comes in Cicero’s own voice before the conversation between the characters commences. Therefore, it is possible that here we witness the divergence between the voice of Cicero the author and Marcus Cicero the character within the dialogue. 
	The character of Marcus does go on to recognise that there are natural connexions “between objects apparently unrelated,” but he will not allow for the possibility that there is a connexion between the entrails of an animal and his own financial gain.[footnoteRef:14] He supposes for the sake of argument that such a connexion does exist, but then disallows the connexion between divine guidance and the revelation of those specific entrails with that particular sign within them to the practitioner at the correct moment. The character of Marcus scoffs at every explanation of how this would come to pass, saying that it is ‘absurd’ to suggest that the choice of sacrificial victim is directed by a divine will, and worse still to allow the possibility that a change happens to the entrails “at the moment of sacrifice… something is added or something is taken away.”[footnoteRef:15] He does not give reasons for his dismissal of these suppositions or explanations, but mocks them instead saying that, “no old woman is credulous enough now to believe such stuff!”[footnoteRef:16] He says also, in derision, “How does it happen that you understand the one fact, that the bull could not have lived without a heart and do not realize the other, that the heart could not suddenly have vanished I know not where?”[footnoteRef:17] He asks, “Why do you Stoics involve yourselves in these sophistries, which you can never explain?”[footnoteRef:18] He mocks and derides, but he ignores the original argument that Quintus relied on from the beginning, that there are connexions in nature that we do not know how the things are connected, only through careful observation and recording over time we know that they do have a connexion.[footnoteRef:19] This choice to mock instead of weigh arguments methodically and openly can only have one of two purposes. Either Cicero intended to dismiss the arguments of Quintus’s character so completely that there was no recourse or doubt in the reader’s mind that they could be considered philosophically meritorious, or he intended to cast doubt upon his own character through dismissing his opponent’s arguments out of turn.  [14:  Cicero, De Divinatione. II. xiv, 409.]  [15:  Cicero, De Divinatione. II. xv, 409.]  [16:  Cicero, De Divinatione. II. xv, 409. ]  [17:  Cicero, De Divinatione. II xvi, 411.]  [18:  Cicero, De Divinatione. II xvii, 415.]  [19:  Cicero, De Divinatione I. ix, 239. ] 

Robert J. Goar states that the treatise On Divination “is concerned with a pressing spiritual problem, and its aim is to destroy superstition without discarding belief.”[footnoteRef:20] Cicero decries superstition as being “widespread among the nations” and something which “has taken advantage of human weakness” to the detriment of society.[footnoteRef:21] But he does go on to emphatically state that “the destruction of superstition does not mean the destruction of religion. For I consider it the part of wisdom to preserve the institutions of our forefathers by retaining their sacred rites and ceremonies.” The rites and ceremonies that he references here include the auguries that he himself performed, and has just argued are an erroneous art.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  R.J. Goar. “The Purpose of De Divinatione.” Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, Vol 99, 1968. 248]  [21:  Cicero, De Divinatione ii. LXXII, p537]  [22:  Cicero, De Divinatione ii. XXXIII, p449] 

This stance of Cicero’s that both are true: that he “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 state religious practices, which include augury, should be continued for the sake of tradition, seem at odds with each other. [footnoteRef:23] Shedding some light on this situation, Goar goes on to say, that:  [23:  Cicero, De Divinatione ii. LXXII, p537] 

it is difficult, if not impossible, to believe that Cicero’s humane concern for superstition-ridden mankind extended beyond the upper and middle classes. As a public man, he was far too aware of the political usefulness of augury and haruspicina to wish the masses to be enlightened on this subject.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Goar. “The Purpose of De Divinatione.” 1968. 248] 

If, indeed, Cicero had two separate aims then that confirms the intended audience of this treatise as those members of the elite who might be in a position to hold government rather than the “masses” to be governed. This distinction between those who should know better than to be swayed by outdated superstition and the lower classes who should be indulged with displays of state augury does not seem much like tearing superstition up by the root, but rather perhaps some delicate pruning.
Malcolm Schofield disagrees with Goar’s conclusion, in so far as a single aim can be claimed to exist about a treatise as layered and complex as On Divination. Schofield asserts instead that a work of writing such as this cannot be approached with reductionist thinking as it “does not have, and can never have had, a single meaning.”[footnoteRef:25] Cicero’s beliefs on divination are not supposed to be under scrutiny in this dialogue, but rather he intends a presentation of the arguments for and against divination, and yet, he did choose to use himself as a character in the dialogue when he was under no pressure to do such a thing. Schofield hazards that he did such a thing to raise the question of his own beliefs within the body of the text, in order to have the opportunity to dismiss such questions as beyond the scope of the discussion. Schofield writes that, “Cicero raises the issue of his own beliefs… to discourage us from curiosity about them.”[footnoteRef:26] In the treatise On Divination, Schofield writes that, “Cicero goes out of his way to focus attention on this very question of his own beliefs.”[footnoteRef:27] He does this while simultaneously turning that curiosity back on itself with redirection of Quintus, and therefore the reader, to the subject itself rather than his place within the subject matter. Both in drawing attention to his own past works in Div. I and his refusal to give a straight answer on his own beliefs, suggest that Cicero desired to write the work philosophically and rationally without bias, and also, possibly, that his own beliefs on the subject are conflicted.  [25:  M. Schofield. “Cicero For and Against Divination.” The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76, 1986. 63.]  [26:  Schofield, M. “For and Against.” 58.]  [27:  Ibid. 56. ] 

Schofield writes that “the structure of the work as a whole would in any case suggest that Cicero saw much force in the case for divination as well as the case against it.”[footnoteRef:28] He goes on to say that argument such as this dialogue has little to no point if there is not much to be said on either side. The style in which Cicero writes Div. II is one of mocking cross-examination, which Schofield writes is a choice birthed by opportunity and a desire to employ a different style in an experimental fashion, rather than it being Cicero’s convictions which seized him and caused his viciousness. Schofield writes that: [28:  Ibid. 56. ] 

the fact the Stoic case rested on an appeal to experience allowed Cicero… the opportunity to devote commensurately small space to the refutation of argument and theory, but a great deal of room for ridicule of Quintus’ exempla.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Schofield, M. “For and Against.” 54.] 

On Divination was an opportunity for Cicero to write in a more popular style, appealing less to philosophers and more to the general Roman reader through extensive use of Roman stories and examples in the first book and use of forceful language rather than complex argument in the second.[footnoteRef:30] Divination was a subject of overwhelming popular interest, as Schofield writes, “No area of religion was more written about in late Republican Rome than Divination.”[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Ibid. 50. ]  [31:  Ibid. 49.] 

	Schofield disagrees with the view that this is “a tract against superstition” at its core, because that is such a reductionist approach to an expansive and complex work. This refutes the work of writers such as Robert J. Goar who saw a work which was focused on “the undermining of superstition, at all costs.”[footnoteRef:32] Goar’s article “The Purpose of De Divinatione,” seems somewhat confused within itself because it claims Cicero’s entire purpose as the eradication of superstition, but at the same time the maintenance of traditions which are classified within De Divinatione as superstitious in nature. This difficulty of conviction or conclusion follows logically though from Schofield’s interpretation of De Divinatione as a presentation of conflicting arguments which do not contain a conclusion within themselves.  [32:  Goar. “Purpose.” 246.] 

	Cicero writes many things, which when regarded through the interpretive lens of his coexisting belief and scepticism, are not scathing toward his brother Quintus’s character, but could be read as rather scathing of himself. Cicero’s character asks, “Do you really believe that Jupiter would have employed chickens to convey such a message to so great a state?”[footnoteRef:33] He goes on to give in some detail all the reasons roosters may have for crowing quite separate from the victories or defeats of the state. For Cicero himself though, being part of the Augural College, would have been a chicken observer, as it were, and in fact in this treatise he does not call for the end of chicken signs, but rather forcibly gives the opinion that all the trappings of state religion be maintained.  [33:  Cicero. De Divinatione II. xxvi, 435.] 

	Because of Cicero’s work as an augur, the character of Quintus remarks, as pointed out by Eli Edward Burriss in his article, “Cicero’s Religious Unbelief,” that it would be “difficult for an augur to damn his own profession.”[footnoteRef:34] Quintus’s character assumes he can rely somewhat on Marcus Cicero’s past writings and his ‘acts’ as an augur to help sway Marcus to his point of view, but Marcus Cicero’s character admits in book II that “the art has undergone a change, due to experience, education or the long lapse of time.”[footnoteRef:35] He allows the possibility that the augury may have been different at one time, perhaps authentic, but that the college to which he belongs does not perform that kind of augury. It is possible to see from this passage that Cicero himself may have been somewhat jaded from his work with the augural college, seeing the inner workings of the state religion and the apparent lack of true belief or true signs there.  [34:  E.E. Burriss. “Cicero’s Religious Unbelief.” The Classical Weekly, Vol. 17. No. 13, 1924. 102.]  [35:  Cicero. De Divinatione II. xxxiv, 451.] 

	Cicero’s work, On Divination, is a complex meshing of for and against arguments on the validity of the work of both natural and artistic methods of divining the will of the gods. From this work, it is reductionistic to assume we can glean Cicero’s own beliefs on the subject. He presents the arguments for and against in the style of a dialogue with examples and rhetoric as the primary methods of swaying the reader in each instance. Cicero ran the risk of confusing readers as to his own beliefs on the subject of divination, however, that cannot be considered a flaw in the writing because clarifying that particular aspect of the subject that was not the aim of the writer. 
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