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Tareck Ghoneim 				HPCA7027				Essay 1 

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


Introduction 

De Divinatione, or ‘On Divination’ is a philosophical treatise written by the Roman statesman and philosopher Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 BCE). De Divinatione was created in 44 BCE in Rome, Italy. The work contains two books, containing separate discourses, as a dialogue between two characters, Marcus and Quintus, exploring arguments for and against divination. De Divinatione is a part of Cicero’s corpus of works, that explore ethics, politics and religion, at a time when the intellectual climate of the late Roman Republic, was transitioning to an empire, during a period of growing uncertainty. Divination was used in Rome as a practise, as a central facet of religion, and it played a significant function in both private and public life.

Cicero was an augur, who practised divination in Rome, and was influential to the Roman Republic through his political and legal acumen, as well as his extensive writings, that sought to provide a comprehensive and articulate worldview, highlighting the importance of reason, morality, and civic virtue. De Divinatione was written in the last years of Cicero’s life, who having adopted a more sceptical view in his mature years, De Divinatione could be seen as a defence of the traditional Roman idea of divination against other forms of divination, that lacked rationality from Cicero’s perspective, and therefore legitimacy, thus impacting the integrity of Rome.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology, Vol. 1, The Ancient and Classical Worlds, Londong: Continuim, 2008, p.196; Malcolm Schofield, “Cicero for and against Divination”, Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), p. 47. ] 


Whether De Divinatione was motivated by Cicero’s own interest in divination and wanted to understand it better, or, was created to provide a comprehensive analysis of divination for his own political motivation and legacy, will be considered in this essay, nevertheless, the work of De Divinatione, according to historian Nick Campion, was crucial to the history of astrology, ‘as in the absence of surviving texts…[Cicero] gives us the fullest account of astrological thought and practise’.[footnoteRef:2] This essay will attempt to analyse Cicero’s arguments against divination.  [2:  Campion, History of Astrology, p. 195. ] 


Cicero’s arguments against divination

A definition of divination, according to Blacker, Carmen and Michael Loewe, in Oracles and Divination, means ‘the attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural being the answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding.’[footnoteRef:3] According to this definition, Cicero sees the validity of divination as questionable, as he uses examples of ancient forms of divination, explored in De Divinatione, that highlight the lack of empirical evidence to support divination as a valid form of knowledge, thus arriving at this conclusion.  [3:  Carmen Blacker and Michael Loewe, Oracles and Divination, Boulder: Shambhala 1981, p. 1. ] 


Cicero is against divination in respect to haruspicy, for those that read entrails of sacrificed animals, he argues does not provide accurate predictions.[footnoteRef:4] From Cicero’s logical and empirical perspective, without ‘long-continued observation’ of entrails, to determine the accuracy of such predictions, according to Cicero, are flawed.[footnoteRef:5] Cicero claims using haruspicy for the predictions of natural disasters or abundant harvests, based on entrails cannot have consistency, and therefore, to attach importance on this divinatory practise, is largely due to the fraudulence of diviners who practise such divination.[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, Cicero’s debate on haruspicy, sees this form of divination as superstition, rather than divination as a legitimate practise.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, trans. W.A. Falconer, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge Massachusetts, London England: Harvard University Press, 1923, pp. 401-405.]  [5:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 402-405.]  [6:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 402-405.]  [7:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 233-232; pp. 264-267. ] 


A central theme of Cicero’s attack on divination, are on those who practise fraudulent divination, according to Cicero, ‘which is devoid of art’.[footnoteRef:8] Cicero sees fault in their divinatory  interpretation due ‘to the lack of skill in the interpreters’ as well as seeing such irresponsible use of divination creating problems for the state.[footnoteRef:9] Cicero is serious about his attack on such diviners, seeing them their ambiguous predications that lack rational enquiry, cannot be trusted, but also can be manipulated and abused, to quote Cicero, for ‘mercenary gain’.[footnoteRef:10] From this perspective, Cicero saw divination that encouraged superstition, ambiguity, without logical enquiry, as immoral and harmful to society, especially as Rome was changing its political landscape. This type of divination could promote anxiety, fear and an over reliance on fraudulent diviners, who were possibly not helpful to Rome’s new vision.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 233-236.]  [9:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 252-254; pp. 265-269. ]  [10:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 323-325. ]  [11:  Robert Goar, “ The Purpose of De Divinatione”, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 99 (1968), pp. 246-248.] 


Cicero also argued against astrology as divination in De Divinatione and saw predictions using such divination, for strategy in war for example, as also unreliable. In Book I, Cicero quotes Urania, from a poem ‘My Consulship’, where he highlights the influence of Jupiter, the interpretation of the Zodiac, from Greek influence, and how positive occurrences happened due to Jupiter, but then turned negative, as an eclipse occurred, ‘…Then, of a sudden, the moon at her full was blotted from the heaven’, seen as a bad omen, creating terrible natural disasters.[footnoteRef:12] However, the story continues, that despite natural disasters happening and planets as signs, it didn’t deter the will of the Romans in such difficult circumstances; the point for Cicero, is that the resolve and will of the Rome will prosper despite such challenges of perceived positive or negative omens, however, being beholden to divination, in this case relying on astrology to determine the fate of the people, would have been unhelpful in this instance, or potentially detrimental.[footnoteRef:13] Therefore, this ancient logic and use of astrology in this example, highlights why Cicero is against divination.  [12:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 343-251. ]  [13:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 316-318. ] 


Cicero states in Book II, he sees the influence of astrology coming from what he terms as Chaldeans.[footnoteRef:14] that according to Campion, could have been Greek or Babylonian astrologers, where Cicero explains the rationale for planetary influence as a rationale for astrology.[footnoteRef:15] Even though there is a logic to the movement of the stars, Cicero’s argument against divination in this respect, is similar to his stance on fraudulent diviners, that not everyone has the ability to interpret such divination, even if they get close, in the same way that not everyone can understand the true meaning of poetry.[footnoteRef:16] Cicero sees divination as both natural and supernatural, the concern for Cicero is that ‘artificial’ divination, those that don’t have the ability to interpret both types of divination, who fall into the category of fraudsters, cannot be legitimised in terms of their practise of divination, especially when making important decisions such as strategy in war.[footnoteRef:17] Even though Quintus argues in Book I about examples where divination has been used to help with strategy in war, Cicero argues against using divination because it is unreliable, due to only a few being able to truly interpret natural or supernatural divination.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 223-226; pp. 472-474. ]  [15:  Campion, History of Astrology, p. 197. ]  [16:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 264-266. ]  [17:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 364-367. ]  [18:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 302 -310. ] 


Cicero highlights reasons and clear examples why he argues against divination in De Divinatione, however, he admits there are some practitioners of divination who could work with supernatural or natural causes, therefore, he is not atheistic in his approach, he does recognise a higher power, but is tackling the topic of divination with logic and reason, rather than relying on superstition. Nevertheless, even though his arguments are comprehensive in De Divinatione, due to the fact that he approaches his arguments from rational validation, it could be seen as linear and one sided, as in De Divinatione , Cicero may be right that divination cannot be measured in accurately in this way, however, it doesn’t necessarily mean that all divination is flawed, as if some diviners have been accurate in their forecasts, Cicero does not focus on this proportionately in De Divinatione. Also, Cicero does not account for psychological or societal functions of divination in De Divinatione, and therefore the impact of divination may not be properly measured from a qualitative and social perspective. 

Thus, Cicero’s arguments against divination appear to be coming from a philosophical and political perspective, based on logic and empiricism, however, Cicero’s perspective may be bias. For example, Campion sees Cicero’s attack on astrology as political, rather than establishing whether astrology is effective, as Cicero’s arguments against divination, could be establishing why divination should be used only for the state, therefore by emphasising the use of supernatural forces, that cannot be accurately measured, could be a motivation and bias in his writing, for political influence, due to his own philosophical rationale as a sceptic.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Campion, History of Astrology, p. 197.] 



Stoic perspectives in De Divinatione 

De Divinatione is divided into two books, In Book I, the discussion is about the nature of divination and its place regarding society, whilst Book II, critiques forms of divination and their reliability. In the first book Cicero challenges the Stoic belief that divination is a worthy tool for prediction, that Quintus is in favour of. The dialogue allows for a thorough examination of a Stoic perspective of divination. 

Cicero’s description of fate is seen as ‘… an orderly succession of causes, wherein cause is linked to causes and each cause of itself produces an effect.’[footnoteRef:20] This deterministic and empiricist perspective on the nature of fate, challenges Quintus, who in Book I defends divination, citing prophesy and the accuracy of certain predictions, as well seeing divination may be a means of guiding behaviour, and thus making good decisions.[footnoteRef:21] However, Cicero questions Quintus, whether Gods intervene in human affairs, and that the primary focus is the order of the universe, not necessarily humans, therefore he sees the practise of divination, from the claims that Quintus makes, as redundant, inaccurate and not necessarily part of God’s plan.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, p. 125. ]  [21:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 302 -310.]  [22:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 362 -364. ] 


Cicero questions the nature of fate as superstition.[footnoteRef:23] Cicero makes the claim that if everything has a fixed predetermined design, there is no room for chance, and yet chance exists, therefore this inconsistency either requires a redefinition of divination, or a review of Stoicism.[footnoteRef:24] The reasons why Cicero sees fate in this way, is due he perspective on causality, he sees that everything must find its natural cause, and cannot be ‘contrary to nature’.[footnoteRef:25] Therefore, if a divine cosmos exists, that is perfect in nature, true divination would always be accurate and nothing would be left to chance, however Cicero sees divination at best as guess work, and therefore, a contradiction, as no natural causes happen by chance in a divine order.[footnoteRef:26] The point that Cicero is making, that by relying on divination, or Stoicism, to answer questions of nature, may distract people from taking personal responsibility, or placing too much value on divination, as well as the evidence that Quintus proclaims, is still questionable from an empiricist perspective.[footnoteRef:27]   [23:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 390-391. ]  [24:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 389-392. ]  [25:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 438-440. ]  [26:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 384-385.]  [27:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 406-408. ] 


However, Cicero doesn’t completely discount Quintus’ examples of divination, nor discount the existence of God. For example, Cicero acknowledges ‘the forewarning of dreams, or of a frenzy…makes prophetic announcement of the future’.[footnoteRef:28] However, according to Cicero, it is nature that gives credit to such examples.[footnoteRef:29] Cicero’s main argument against Stoicism, is that ‘nature gives examples without the intervention of a god, and it may be that there are gods without their having conferred any power of divination upon men’.[footnoteRef:30] Therefore, acknowledging Stoicism as a credible practise, or justification of reason, isn’t necessarily substantiated if God doesn’t interfere with human affairs, therefore, the practise of Stoicism, and justification of it, lacks logic and could be limited to superstition, only credited to by stories of the past, or due to chance happenings, and therefore, are at best arbitrary.[footnoteRef:31]  [28:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 302-306; pp. 236-238. ]  [29:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp. 365-367. ]  [30:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’, pp.234-236. ]  [31:  Malcolm Schofield, “Cicero for and against Divination”, Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), pp. 62-63.] 


The use of dialogue between Marcus and Quintus

As Cicero wrote De Divinatione, he presents two contrasting views on divination, with Marcus representing the sceptical view and Quintus representing the traditional Roman view. As the writer he understood both points of view, therefore the method of writing, in this case dialogue, is an important consideration behind Cicero’s arguments against divination. 

According to Robert Goar, Cicero’s motive for writing De Divinatione, appears to be humanitarian, as Cicero ‘emphasizes the harmfulness of superstition’ and therefore, by revealing the flaws of superstitious divination, it could be expelled by the state, and then Roman society could focus on a substantiated Roman religion for ‘tradition to be maintained’.[footnoteRef:32] Therefore, according to Goar, it seems Cicero wasn’t trying to abolish divination, or attack the state religion, which makes sense as Cicero was a practising auger, who ‘was aware of the political usefulness of augury’.[footnoteRef:33] Peter Jackson states, that Cicero saw that augury should be maintained ‘as a precondition for many of the virtues on which society is founded’. [footnoteRef:34]  [32:  Goar, R,“ The Purpose of De Divinatione”, p. 246. ]  [33:  Goar, R,“ The Purpose of De Divinatione”, p. 248.]  [34:  Peter Jackson, “Apparitions and Apparatuses: On the Framing and Staging of Religious Events”, Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 24 (2012), p. 294. ] 


According to Eli Buriss, Cicero doesn’t treat the subject of divination ‘flippantly’, on the contrary, De Divinatione is a thorough and comprehensive text, and therefore, is well considered by Cicero.[footnoteRef:35] Thus, possibly the motive behind De Divinatione, was that Cicero was clearly concerned about superstitious, or artificial divination, hampering Roman society, by highlighting Marcus and Quintus’ perspectives, this would reveal rationally and intellectually the problems of divination in Roman Society. Mary Beard states, ‘The Roman elite…were sceptical about divination…[however] ‘rationalism’ seems to win the day; divination is to be continued only for reasons of political expediency’, therefore, by focusing on rationality through dialogue in De Divinatione, Cicero could win over the political elite, thus remain relevant and justify his practises of augury, as well as attempt to create virtue in society, resulting in potential political and philosophical merit.[footnoteRef:36]  [35:  Eli Burriss, “Cicero‟s Religious Unbelief,” Classical Weekly 17.13 (1924), p. 102. ]  [36:  Mary Beard, “Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,” Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), p. 33. ] 


However, it is the style in which dialogue is used that makes De Divinatione effective. If Cicero’s aims are to reveal rationality and logic in his arguments against divination, then by presenting the debate between Marcus and Quintus, Cicero highlights more nuanced perspectives, as well as invoking drama in the conversation, that is more engaging and accessible to readers, making it easier to understand the complexities of the debate. By revealing two sides of the story, the subject matter can be explored in depth that forces consideration and interpretation by the reader. 

Marcus Schofield explains that the use of anecdotes and rhetoric in De Divinatione, ‘appeal constantly to reason’ and reveals Cicero as scholarly on the subject, as well exemplifying ‘an exercise in sceptical reason’.[footnoteRef:37] Also, as Beard suggest, De Divinatione, reveals ambiguity in the text, by using two characters, there is ‘parity of status’, therefore, Cicero uses two point of view in the debate, allowing the reader to discern their opinions on the subject, rather than Cicero being at the forefront.[footnoteRef:38] From a political and rationale perspective, Cicero successfully and effectively communicates his arguments on divination, and potentially avoids criticism at same point, by not stating these are his opinions. This approach highlights Cicero  political and intellectual acumen, which was appears was potentially his aim writing De Divinatione.  [37:  Schofield, “Cicero for and against Divination”, p. 51, 55, 63).]  [38:  Beard, “Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,”, p. 44.] 


Conclusion

Marcus Tullius Cicero wrote De Divinatione in 44 BCE, that argues against divination. Cicero was a statesman, writer, lawyer and practised augury. Cicero wrote De Divinatione when he adopted a sceptical view and when Rome was transitioning from a Republic to an Empire. Divination was widely practised in Rome, however, Cicero through rationality and logic, sought to challenge the practise of divination through a comprehensive analysis of uses of divination, as well as historical examples, in De Divinatione, emphasising that supernatural divination lacks credibility in the context of empiricism and as the significance of divination is largely based on chance , is unreliable, in the worst case, can be abused for personal gain, leading to corruption in society. 

Cicero doesn’t rule out divination completely, he himself is an augur, and from the evidence presented in this essay, seeks to maintain Roman religion, that uses divination, however, he sees Stoicism as not credible, and even though dreams and some augurs are accurate in predictions, this is based more on natural causes than on God existence. However, Cicero’s reasons for writing De Divinatione could be politically motivated, as the use of dialogue used in the debate between Marcus and Quintus in De Divinatione, invokes drama, but also steers accountability away from Cicero to the characters. However, using dialogue creates depth and is effective, yet also creates ambiguity, that potentially gives credence and influence to Cicero’s own sceptical, rational and logical perspective. Nevertheless, as Cicero doesn’t account for psychological and societal attributes of the use of divination in De Divinatione, his arguments do not account for the full cost, or benefit of divination in society, rather divination is marginalised at the expense of logic and his rationale, that potentially is for his own political gain
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