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

This essay critically reviews Cicero's arguments against divination in On Divination (De divinatione).
 
Firstly, I will consider Cicero's biography and place him and his work into their historical, cultural and religious context, then I will consider the work's reception at different times in history before analysing his arguments against divination in general and against soothsaying and astrology in detail and reaching my conclusion about how his arguments and method of argumentation serve his objectives.

Author and Context
Marcus Tullius Cicero (106 - 43 BCE) is known to this day as one of the greatest orators in history, his fame already reaching far across the Roman Republic during his lifetime.  His family belonged to the Roman aristocracy and he enjoyed an excellent and wide-ranging education.  He studied Greek and developed a keen interest in philosophy, and at the age of 26 he interrupted his budding career as a pleader at the courts to spend two years travelling through Greece and Asia Minor to deepen his philosophical and rhetorical studies. 
He lived in the troubled times of the late Roman Republic before the rise of Christianity and therefore within a religious environment of polytheism.  Divination in Italy had a long history, it was already part of Rome's founding myth
 and it was practiced widely to ascertain the will of the gods. 
Cicero was an ambitious man and climbed the career ladder quickly, becoming praetor at the magisterial court in 66 BCE and reaching the height of his career in 63 BCE when he became consul.  Another great honor he received in 53 BCE by being elected to the College of Augurs, a religious institution where auspices were taken by observing the flight of birds, thunder and lightning as well as examining the entrails of sacrificial animals in order to learn the will of the gods with respect to any proposed undertaking, especially in politics.

The intellectual culture and debate in the late Republic were strongly influenced by the philosophies developed in Hellenistic Greece, i.e. after the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BCE
.  Cicero was well versed in the different schools' teachings, perspectives and arguments, identifying himself with Academic Skepticism
.  He considered the practice of arguing for and against a position as good training for the orator
 and makes the analogy to the courtroom where prosecutor and defendant draw contradictory inferences from the same facts.
  
The Work and its Reception

Cicero's literary output was impressive as he wrote profusely on a variety of subjects including philosophy.   Considering the fact that only a very small part of Antiquity's rich literary heritage has survived to this day, an unusually great part of Cicero's writings has come down to us in full and many of the philosophers he mentions are known to us only thanks to his detailed discussions.  His career had some serious dents owed to the political climate and when his daughter Tullia died in early 45 BCE, coinciding with a self-imposed retirement from political life when' the state of public affairs was such that an autocratic form of government had become inevitable'
, referring to Julius Caesar's (100 - 44 BCE) increasingly dictatorial style of government, he began to write about theological matters, starting with De Natura Deorum, (45 BCE) on the nature of the gods, De Divinatione (44 BCE) and De Fatum (44 BCE) on fate. Of these three works, only De Divinatione is extant in its entirety. 

It consists of two books representing a conversation between Cicero and his younger brother Quintus at the Lyceum near Cicero's home.  The literary style follows in the platonic tradition of dialogue and Cicero was known to be an admirer of Plato, he even translated the Timaeus, however, he differs from the tradition by introducing himself as an interlocutor, adding prologues with general introductions as well as referencing his own earlier work.
  Furthermore, the main part dealing with the topic of divination is presented as two monologues rather than a true dialogue where each argument can be responded to directly.  Book one starts with an introduction to the topic and description of the scene and circumstances before giving Quintus exclusively the opportunity to present his arguments and why he believes divination is possible.  In book two then, after the prologue, Cicero presents his arguments against it, indeed, as in a courtroom setting where two defendants present their cases, each calling witnesses in the form of a great number of philosophers and drawing on historical events, myths, poetry and a great variety of anecdotes to support their position. 
Not surprisingly with a history of more than two thousand years, the work has received a great variety of different interpretations, influenced, no doubt, by the interpreters' own cultural and philosophical biases, preconceptions, prejudices and current concerns.  Historiography teaches us however, to approach history and historical works of art or literature with a ‘completely open mind’ and that ‘the present must be kept out of the past’
 in order to understand it on its own terms.  A common interpretation has been that Cicero was an opponent of divination because he argues so vehemently against it. The translator of the work, W.A. Falconer, writes in his introduction that 'he became convinced that the commonly accepted belief in divination was a superstition which “should be torn up by the roots.”'
  Eli Edward Burriss, writing in 1924, claims Cicero was 'blissfully unconscious of any great inconsistency with his performances as augur'
 as long as it served the State.  It is easy to project the contemporary 'philosophy' of materialism onto Cicero's choice of arguments against divination.  However, the fact that he was a Skeptic does not necessarily mean that he was a materialist and did not believe that divination was possible, as he states clearly at the beginning of his monologue:

I must now reply to what you said, but I must do so with great diffidence and with many 

misgivings, and in such a way as to affirm nothing and question everything. For if 

I should assume anything that I said to be certain I should myself be playing the diviner 

while saying that no such thing as divination exists!

Mary Beard points out that in other works, Cicero showed a far less skeptical attitude to matters of religion
 and that the arguments against divination must be seen alongside those in favour of it as they represent the Academic Skeptics' approach to leaving it up to the inquirer to make up their own mind as to the most convincing arguments for forming an opinion.

Furthermore, his motivation for writing the text was not to convince his audience of his opinion but to 'instruct and train the youth'
 and to serve his fellow-countrymen by expounding Greek philosophy and making it accessible in Latin.
   
Cicero's Argumentation Against Divination

After thanking Quintus for having argued so well like a Stoic for the Stoic doctrine, he discusses the matter of divination as a phenomenon in general investigating the practical usefulness and applicability of it to matters perceived by the senses, of art, philosophy and government, adopting  the Skeptic's method of investigating whether a matter belongs to the natural world about which certain knowledge can be gained and concluding that since it exerts no control over any of these fields, he is 'inclined to think that there is no such thing as divination'.
  Meaning, it is not a thing of the physical world, therefore no certain knowledge can be gained and therefore one must evaluate all arguments to form an opinion that seems to be the most reasonable. 

Therefore, in order to assist the process of forming an educated opinion, he continues with his argumentation in detail.  Firstly, he misquotes Quintus' definition of divination as 'the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance.'
   Cicero leaves out the critical word 'considered',
 thus changing the meaning of the sentence while putting it in quotation marks as if he were correctly quoting him.  On the basis of this rhetorical trick he attacks Quintus for contradicting himself, while he himself has created that contradiction with his incorrect quote, which becomes clear if one considers that the Stoics did not believe in chance but in predetermination and to them chance was an effect that had a cause not accessible to reason.
  
Next, he distinguishes between natural and artificial divination, claiming to follow Quintus' classification.  Natural divination comprises dreams, frenzy and oracles, artificial divination is based partly on empirical observation and conjecture, to which he counts soothsaying, that is the inspection of entrails, lightning and portents such as birth defects, Augury which is the interpretation of the flight of birds, lots and Astrology, the interpretation of celestial constellations.   However, the word 'artificial' does not truly reflect Quintus' definition of one being 'allied with art, the other devoid of art'.
 By changing one word of the classification he is giving it a slightly less positive association, again making Quintus appear like an unreliable witness in court, and  after discussing the distinctions between divination and conjecture by experts such as physicians, pilots etc. he repeats his false quote in a conclusive manner and asks: 'Can there, then, be any foreknowledge of things for whose happening no reason exists?'.
  By twisting Quintus' Stoic definition, insinuating that the Stoics believed in chance, he is actually representing an Epicurean argument against divination, namely that everything happens by chance and not by design
 and concluding that there can be no divination.   

In the following paragraphs he takes another Epicurean position that everything is governed by laws of nature, using astronomical calculations as an example, calling them "predictions" that come to pass by the 'unvarying laws of nature'
 and then comparing these with an example Quintus had given about dream interpretation where a treasure was found by interpretation of a dream image calling this also a "prediction" and asking what laws of nature could have brought that to pass.  By linking astronomical calculations with dream interpretation he is mixing matters of natural law about which certain knowledge can be gained according to the Skeptics' and those of the mind or soul about which certain knowledge cannot be gained, as well as applying the rules of science to a phenomenon that does not belong to the physical world which is why at the very beginning of his monologue he already came to the conclusion that divination does in fact not exist, meaning, it is not a "real" thing belonging to the real, material world.  He then makes the bold Epicurean assertion that chance does exist, as if he had proven it and concluding from this that there is no divination.  After repeating his misrepresented definition of divination he cheekily adds: 'And you were inconsistent enough, too, to say that everything that is or will be is controlled by Fate!'
​  It seems that Cicero is using rhetorical tricks, perhaps with a good dose of humour, to win the argument and achieve his goal to present the positions of the three most dominant philosophical schools - the Stoics, Epicureans and Paripatetics and applying the Sceptics' philosophy of doubt to their arguments, analysing them from as many different perspectives as possible and using a great variety of examples, illustrations, anecdotes and myths to finally win his 'war of words'.
 

After the general discussion he moves on to discussing the different types of divination in detail, starting with Soothsaying.  He begins by affirming again that his philosophy is that of doubt
 and starts asking a number of questions so that one might expect that he would examine and answer them one by one, which, however, he does not.  He asserts that if entrails had any prophetic force, 'necessarily that force either is in accord with the laws of nature, or is fashioned in some way by the will and power of the gods'.
  He goes on in the usual manner by citing a great number of different sources and making logical deductions based solely on natural law that by the end of this lengthy discussion the reader is inclined to forget that he never addressed the question about the possibility of the gods bringing about divination by entrails. He adopts a materialistic perspective and at the end of this passage refers to Epicurus being consistent in his argumentation while the Stoics, on the other hand, are inconsistent and to prove the point he turns their syllogism 'if there are gods then there is divination' around, saying if reversed this would mean that if there is no divination - which he asserts he has proven - then there are no gods, which some Epicureans might have agreed with but he makes it very clear that according to him, there is no grounds for denying the existence of the gods.
   In effect his argument falls apart since he has only argued from the perspective of natural law and has not refuted the possibility that the power of soothsaying may come about by the will of the gods.   

He goes on to discuss lightning, portents and lots in similar style before turning to astrology, which he refers to as 'Chaldean manifestations'.  In antiquity, astrologers were often called Chaldeans because of the area in Mesopotamia called Chaldea, were astrology was thought to have been invented.  He starts his argumentation by citing Plato's pupil Eudoxus' (ca. 390 - 340 BCE) opinion that the Chaldean art of forecasting the future from a person's day of birth was not reliable.  Eudoxus was an astronomer and Cicero goes on to quote the Stoic Panaetius who he says was the only Stoic to have rejected astrology depending also on astronomers to support his view who did not approve of astrological prophesy.  He then makes another allusion to a courtroom setting by saying: 'But let us dismiss our witnesses and employ reasoning.'
  His style of dialectic, rhetorical tactics, employment of sarcasm, misrepresentations and making the 'opponent' appear unreliable and untrustworthy, certainly call up an association with a court setting.  Like Carneades, the founder of the New Academy and the primary true Sceptic, Cicero can argue for or against divination with great conviction as Carneades did for and against justice.
 
After declaring to employ reasoning to examine the matter of astrology, he goes on to explain what astrologers believe and then refutes it as 'inconceivable madness',
 blaming it to be completely devoid of reason, without giving any justification for this assertion, which one could in fact call pure polemics.  He gives witness to those who believe some of what the 'Chaldeans' propose and when he reports  that according to astrologers the conjunctions of the Moon with other planets at birth to be of significance for a person's destiny, he argues against it by lecturing on the real physical distance between the planets that are supposedly conjunct, and in view of these great distances, doubts that they could have any influence on the moon or the earth.  Again, he is applying an Epicurean position of materialism to a subject of immaterial reality, proving again the point, that it is a matter about which no certain knowledge can be attained.  

In the following section he employs the same trick of misrepresentation to make his case: He correctly states that the Chaldeans would expect anyone born 'under the same horoscope'
 to have the same fate accusing them to be ignorant of the nature of the sky, bringing the horizon and individual perspective from every place on the earth into play and then misrepresenting the previously stated 'born under the same horoscope' as born 'at the same time' regardless of location: 'for they insist that all persons born at the same time, regardless of the place of birth, are born to the same fate.​'
  The word horoscopos, meaning hour marker was used in ancient times to represent the ascendant
 and it is known that the Babylonians were calculating the ascendant already in the third century BCE
 and since the ascendant represents the perspective of a given location of the eastern horizon the Babylonians would not have believed that the time of birth was important irrespective of place. Even though in the Latin text Cicero does not use the word horoscopus, but circumscribes it as 'all who are born in the same state of heaven and the stars
 which W. A. Falconer then translates in one word with 'horoscope' in the modern sense of the word.  However, it is still very different in meaning from 'regardless of the place of birth' and is likely another conscious misrepresentation since he has used this rhetorical trick in more than one other instance. His tactic is again to disrepute the astrologers claiming that they don't even know the basics of astronomy and are therefore 'unreliable witnesses'. 
Conclusion

With this work, Cicero has demonstrated his vast knowledge of philosophy, poetry, myths and a great number of anecdotes and occurrences connected with divination that he engages as 'witnesses' to the imaginary court hearing about the matter of divination.  Declaring himself to be an Academic Sceptic and following the 'philosophy of doubt', he examines all arguments mostly from the perspective of physics, adopting Epicurean positions and 'destroying' the proposition that divination is possible that way, without, however, taking into account that the metaphysical dimension, as represented by Plato, for instance, could be the cause of divination even though he states explicitly that there is no reason for him to doubt the existence of the gods, by which he admits that some form of metaphysical reality exists. 

The work was intended to instruct and train the youth, meaning that he had a didactic intention and not one to convince the world that divination was not possible, even though he makes full use of his rhetoric and dialectic skills and his experience as a lawyer, playing the part of defending the critics of divination - which in his day were primarily the Epicureans, and of course, as the brilliant lawyer that he was, he wanted to win the argument, so he made Quintus - and thereby Stoicism which he represents - look gullible and superstitious by misquoting him, a tactic he also employed in the case against astrology.  Calling his undertaking a 'war of words' one might make allowances for his underhand tactics of misrepresentation since in war the ends tend to justify the means.  The key message, however, seems to be especially for his young audience who he wishes to instruct, that by employing the Sceptics' method of inquiry in order to gain knowledge and understanding, one should assess all arguments independently without relying on any authorities, and then come to one's own conclusions.  It is the process and method of inquiry that he focuses on, and while he tries to be convincing in order to win the case, he uses little tricks to make the alert reader wonder about his reliability as a witness to be sure they do not rely on his authority, but earnestly investigate the matter by means of their own critical thinking. 
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