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

Divination, magic and religion are three things which we find entangled throughout history. As this is a theoretical discussion, to do so across cultures would be enormously difficult, therefore this work shall be focusing on one culture, Ancient Egypt, so that the question at hand may have a coherent answer. This is not to say that other cultures are being ignored, what we see represented in Ancient Egypt gives us a pretty good representation of what was happening throughout the ancient world. Magic and religion were not separate things and not only were they not separate from each other, but they were not separate from life. Because of this, it is already unlikely that any factor, even divination, could help distinguish between the two spheres.


This work shall begin by focusing on defining the terminology as this is the only way of fully understanding what is being discussed. It shall then focus on Ancient Egypt and how magic, religion and divination presented themselves there. The discussion will only then be able to discuss how, if at all, divination is able to be used to distinguish between magic and religion. 

What is divination, magic and religion, in general terms
The terms divination, magic and religion are used today with specifically modern connotations. However, they are generic terms which adopt different meanings depending on context. While the words themselves are not overly modern the way in which we use them, differs greatly depending on the society or culture to which we are referring. This is where problems arise when we use these terms in reference to ancient cultures and societies. We are so far removed from them that our use of this terminology completely negates the fact that they did not categorise these phenomena in the way in which we do. Despite this, it is still important to look at the modern definitions so that we may better understand what we mean when we are using these terms. 


Divination is often thought to refer to the prediction of the future, however the term actually refers to the vision of knowledge from the past, present or future. Divination is a distortion of time and space which gives the diviner a rare insight into unknown knowledge. But this definition is overly simplistic because divination cannot be so easily defined. The term encompasses so many theories and practises that may actually be further categorised into two sub-categories – natural and artificial
. Natural divination refers to information directly passed from the gods, such as in visions, dreams or prophecies. Artificial divination refers to information that is actively sort after to answer a question which presents itself through an external entity
. These different categories of divination hold within them many other types but are a good way of better understanding the types of divination. These categories can also be used to help see if divination can be used to distinguish between magic and religion as the term divination is a vastly too broad of a discipline to use as a whole. But if we use these subcategories then we may be able to better understand if types of divination may be able to distinguish magic from religion. The categories, as presented here, were set out by Manetti in his 1993 work Theories of the Sign in Classical Antiquity, which, while doing a marvellous job of breaking divination into these sub-categories, relinquishes the fact that he could have further divided divination into 4 – natural, artificial, provoked and evoked (both provoked and evoked refer to the divinatory practises of oracles). These categories provide further possibilities for a sub-category of divination to be used to distinguish between magic and religion. 

Magic again also has connotations which are only a very small, stereotypical, part of what the term actually defines. Among laymen today there is a tendency to associate magic with witchcraft as that is often the only example we are commonly exposed to (that we know of). However, magic, much like the other terms presented here, is not so easily defined - it is not one thing. Many early female scientists were labelled witches and their work witchcraft (magic), however this was merely a way of explaining something the people did not understand. Magic (as defined by the Heinemann English Dictionary) is ‘the attempted use of supernatural forces and practises to change or influence normal events’
. This definition, while vague, shows us how many different practises may be considered magic. The definition also does not determine what the ‘supernatural forces’ are so could in fact be taken to mean divine beings, this is ambiguous. For example, any use of magic within Ancient Egypt would be directly calling on the forces of the god Heka – a divine being. It is hard for us to see magic and religion as going hand in hand as magic has been persecuted and deemed evil by the Christian church since Roman times, but prior to this, magic was not an evil entity, nor one separate from religion
.

Religion is also a defining concept conceived by us today to categorise the beliefs of people. However, religion (if we are to use that term) operates very differently throughout time and in different instances. Religion is not one thing; many think of God and religion. In truth many things we define as religion have gods, but some do not. Buddhism for example is a set of teachings from the with a figure head, but not a deity to worship. We also have an idea today that religion is something separate from life – something we do on Sundays and forget about for the rest of the week - again not always the case. And so, to encompass these different beliefs we must look at religion as a set of beliefs that are followed in life, not just as a deity that is worshipped.  

Magic in Ancient Egypt

In ancient times, Egyptians used magic as a way of preforming spells, such as those found in The Book of the Dead
. They also had offering tablets, which when recited, would provide food offerings to the gods and the deceased. This would be considered magic as it is creating something from nothing by simply inciting a few words. But this also strays into the territory of religion as these were offerings to the gods, as well as the deceased. In Ancient Egypt, magic was called heka, but there was also a god named Heka who was thought to be the personification of magic
. Heka (the god) is sometimes believed to be the creator god
, even in instances where he is not, magic is still very present at the point of creation. Heka was feared by the other gods as he personified power, with the magic which all the gods used, falling under his domain
. Thus, we see the significance and importance of magic within Ancient Egypt as it is believed to be at the heart of creation itself and thus in everything. Magic amulets were commonplace, especially within the funerary sphere where amulets of protection were woven into the mummy wrappings to ease the transition into the afterlife and to protect the deceased
. While these are magic objects, the association with the afterlife begins to stray into religion as that is often considered to fall under that portfolio. 
Religion in Ancient Egypt

Just as in any civilisation, the people of Egypt wanted to find meaning in their existence and found this through religion
. Although they did not have a word for it (neither did the Greeks), they very much had a system of beliefs which they followed, and which directed their lives
. However, this was more than going to church once a week and going about your normal life the rest of the time. Their beliefs and deities were a part of their life and were in everything they did. Their gods represented different aspects of life and were responsible for natural events – such as the annual flooding of the Nile (which allowed for crops to grow). Herodotus in his An Account of Egypt said that ‘They [the Egyptians] are religious excessively beyond all other men’
. This shows that even within the ancient world, where all held a belief in a pantheon of gods, the Egyptians stood out as being particularly devoted to their gods. Even their writing, hieroglyphics, were entwined with religion as they were ‘the words of the gods’
. The religion, as we refer to it, of the Ancient Egyptians was very much entwined in their very being, this may stem from the fact that rather than unquestionably worshiping the gods, the people had a relationship with them. The gods were not perfect or without fault, they fought and made mistakes, and this allowed the people of Ancient Egypt to connect on a more human level with their gods and in term welcome them wholeheartedly into every aspect of their lives. There were even divine beings walking among the mortals on Earth. The Kings (Pharaohs) were believed to be gods, as we can see from the beards in depictions – only gods had beards. When their time came to sit on the throne, each King became the physical manifestation of the god Horus
. He was responsible for leading important rituals, although often a priest took his place. This shows that the beliefs of the people cannot be categorized as a separate thing, hence why they did not have a word for religion, it is an integral part of life not a separate aspect within it. 
Can they be distinguished between? 
Today we may see religion and magic as two very different things, however in Ancient Egypt it is near impossible to distinguish between them. This distinction is made exceedingly much harder by the fact that the gods were a part of everything the people did. Katharina Zinn explains perfectly that ‘…heka [magic] cannot be in opposition to ancient Egyptian religion, as it is the essence of it and animates each and every aspect of it’
. That is to say that magic is very much a part of religion and used within its practises. For example: Egyptian offering tablets that, when read aloud, provide food for the gods and/or the deceased
 – is that a religious practise or a spell enacted through magic? These things cannot be clear cut. This means that ‘… the Western dichotomy of “religion vs. magic” is thus inappropriate for describing Egyptian practice’
. The two aspects on their own cannot be distinguished between; it is only by bringing in a third concept that we may have any hope of distinguishing between magic and religion. Johnson suggests that science can be brought in as a way on pitting the two aspects against one another
, however here we will be looking at divination.
Divinatory practises in Ancient Egypt

Divination was ripe within the ancient world and Egypt was no exception. The pursuit of knowledge has always been a part of being human. In Egypt, their relationship with the gods allowed them to ask for their wisdom and knowledge. Harris explicitly states that divination was seen as a ‘form of magic’ within Ancient Egypt, and while this may be true, it ignores the fact that divination also contained religious aspects
. The knowledge they were seeking had to come from somewhere and for the Egyptians (as was the case for the Greeks and Romans) the knowledge came from the gods. Divination gets caught up in the blending of magic and religion, the different divinatory practises hopping from one side to the other. 


The earliest evidence we have for divination in Ancient Egypt comes to us from kledonomancy and hemerology texts dating back to the Middle Kingdom
. Following that we have a text on dream omens from the New Kingdom and then from the Late Kingdom onwards we have an increasing number of divinatory texts
. These few examples are evidence enough that the Egyptians were using an array of different types of divination (both natural and artificial). While religion was something accessible by everyone, divination (particularly by oracles) remained relatively privileged information
. Thus, we see that perhaps diviners and oracles fall under magical divination due to their more secret nature as opposed to religion, whereas dream divination presumably would have been something anyone could experience and thus perhaps more of a religious phenomenon – knowledge sent from the gods. Here we are starting to see the split between natural and artificial divination and the split between what we might consider religion and magic. 

How can divination distinguish between magic and religion? 

While we are starting to see that divination can be split between the classification of magic and religion, this categorisation is fundamentally very basic. It negates the fact that oracles seeking knowledge are seeking it from the gods (much like in Greece when the oracles were speaking the words of Apollo) and how the information from the gods reached your dreams was likely through magic. So, while the different types of divination may have different aspects, none are able to fully separate these concepts. Therefore, we see that neither the theory or practise of divination within Ancient Egypt is sufficient enough to distinguish between magic and religion. Divination sits between our understanding of these terms; therefore, it may be categorised as neither a part of magic nor religion, alternatively it can be a practice which draws on both concepts. 

Conclusion 

Because religion and magic are not two separate things, it means that they cannot be distinguished between. Not only can they not be distinguished between, but they are not individual things in Ancient Egypt, but aspects of Egyptian life. Because of this, divination, which we might identify as fitting in both categories, cannot help us to distinguish between magic and religion, especially as they cannot be distinguished from life. Not only is this the case for Egypt, but also comparable to Greece, Rome, and many other ancient cultures where magic and religion were not aspects of life but a part of it
. In most cases there was not even a word for religion, but belief was a part of being. 

Because these distinctions never existed to begin with it is no wonder that we struggle to find them today. Because of Frazer and Malinowski’s early anthropological theories that insist magic was to be separated from religion, these two spheres have been forcibly separated by scholars in an attempt to better categorise and understand aspects of different cultures
. However, in many cases they cannot and should not be separated. This is certainly the case in Ancient Egypt. We are trying to separate two spheres which never were separated so that we may understand them. However, by separating them we are not fully understanding the nature of these areas because we are looking at them in isolation. While the distinction between magic and religion may be distinguished in other cultures, it does not present itself in Egypt. Which is to say that it most likely cannot be done in other ancient cultures as Egypt is relatively representative example of the arguments presented when one tries to separate religion and magic, even with the aid of divination.
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