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A Critical Review of Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De defectu oraculorum (On the Obsolescence of Oracles) 
Word Count: 3,081 words
Introduction
This essay critically reviews Plutarch’s argument for divination in De defectu oraculorum[footnoteRef:1]  referring to points made in existing scholarships.  To provide context to the analysis, information on Plutarch and on De defectu oraculorum is included below and, divination can be understood as the ability for humans to predict future events by supernatural means. [1:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De defectu oraculorum) trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt (Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), Moralia vol. V.] 

Plutarch was a Greek philosopher whose life spanned the first and second centuries CE (ca. 46-120 CE) and, who studied at the Platonic Academy[footnoteRef:2].  He was also a priest in charge of the Delphic Oracle, a position Jaillard[footnoteRef:3] says he held for over 30 years.  The Delphic Oracle is described by Simonetti[footnoteRef:4] as a very important shrine, and according to Jaillard[footnoteRef:5], Plutarch as a Delphic priest would have played a prominent role in maintaining its reputation.  De defectu oraculorum is believed by Ogilvie[footnoteRef:6] to have been created circa 83 CE.  It is in the form of a dialogue between several men and is narrated by Plutarch’s bother Lamprias.  The aim of the discussion in De defectu oraculorum is to explore the reasons for a decline in oracular activity in Greece.  [2:  Mark Beck, A Companion to Plutarch (Chichester, UK:  Wiley-Blackwell, 2014) pp. 1-2.]  [3:  Dominique Jaillard, ‘Plutarque et la divination: la piété d’un prêtre philosophe’, Revue de l’histoire des religions, 224 no. 2 (2007), 149-169 (p.150).]  [4:  Elsa Giovanna Simonetti, A Perfect Medium? Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch (Leuven University Press, 2017) p.12.]  [5:  Jaillard, ‘Plutarque et la divination’, p.151.]  [6:  R. M. Ogilvie, ‘The Date of the “De Defectu Oraculorum”’, Classical Association of Canada, 21 no. 2 (1967), 108-119 (p. 119).] 

This essay will focus on three specific aspects when evaluating Plutarch’s arguments for divination.  Firstly, it will investigate how the shared belief system of the debaters is used to support claims and discourage counterarguments, as well as the limitations of this approach.  Secondly, it will examine how Plutarch reconciles philosophy and religion in the theories presented in the text and how evidence is used to support these theories.  Lastly, it will explore the influence of Plutarch’s professional role at Delphi on his arguments. 


A Shared Theological Belief System
In De defectu, Plutarch makes effective use of the shared theological beliefs of the group participating in the discussion to support his arguments for divination.  He achieves this aim by proposing the group’s shared belief in the gods as the unchallengeable principle on which to base enquiries, as well as the rationale for the points presented.  Plutarch’s approach is successful because the people participating in the discussion all agree that the shared beliefs are true.  Simonetti[footnoteRef:7], confirms that except for Didymus Planetiades, all the participants in the dialogues are religious men, initiated in the mysteries who share a common set of beliefs.  This is seconded by Schroeder[footnoteRef:8]  who says that the group will actively look for a religious explanation for the crisis at Delphi.  This is an effective strategy for Plutarch as the group will be bought into his worldview and have a vested interest in defending it. [7:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.60.]  [8:  Stephan Schröder, ‘Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration’, in On the Daimonion of Socrates, ed. by H-G. Nesselrath (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010), pp. 145-168 (p. 153).] 

The beliefs central to Plutarch’s arguments are that gods exist and that gods are good.  Lamprias makes a statement to this effect early in De defectu[footnoteRef:9].   Flower[footnoteRef:10] extends this statement to divination by saying that for the Greeks, gods had humankind’s best interests at heart and would willingly share information about the future to protect or guide towards a certain course of action.  Notably, in addition to supporting Plutarch’s arguments for divination, those same beliefs are also under threat.  Simonetti[footnoteRef:11] says that the main purpose for the dialogues was to protect a benevolent deity, whose existence could have been challenged when examining the reason for the oracular crisis.  This last point gives additional weight to Plutarch’s argumentation strategy because not only does he use the shared belief system to gain support for his position on divination but, given the oracular crisis, his strategy allows him to stop lines of questioning that endanger the belief system itself. [9:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 413D.]  [10:  Michael Attyah Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief’, in The Seer in Ancient Greece, 1st edn. (Berkeley, CA:  University of California Press, 2007), p. 104.]  [11:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p. 59.] 

The common belief system also provides Plutarch’s debaters with a useful framework for rejecting counterarguments and discouraging people with different views from taking part in the discussion.  This is evidenced in the dialogues, when Didymus is scolded for questioning the god’s responsibility in divination by suggesting that the gods have abandoned the oracles[footnoteRef:12].  The result of presenting a different view leads to Didymus leaving the talks after being reminded of what is acceptable and given what could be interpreted as a warning.  Simonetti[footnoteRef:13] argues that the altercation with Didymus allows Plutarch to state what is acceptable and what is not when discussing divination and is used by Lamprias to remind everyone that philosophical enquiry must never show arrogance towards the god ‘who is never to be questioned’.  Schroeder[footnoteRef:14] agrees that Didymus disrespect for the deity caused him to be rejected by the group. According to Flower[footnoteRef:15], people who do not respect divination and the gods, pay for their ‘impiety and arrogance in the end’.  It is likely that this strategy keeps more than just Didymus away from the discussion.  Several times in De defectu, Plutarch through Lamprias challenges the views of the Stoics and Epicureans[footnoteRef:16] but no Stoic or Epicurean is present.  Overall, Plutarch’s approach is effective in dispelling counterarguments and keeping dissenters away, however, it could prove counterproductive. [12:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 413B.]  [13:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p. 64.]  [14:  Schröeder, ‘Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration’, p.153.]  [15:  Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge’, p.119.]  [16:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 416, 420B, 425F. ] 

One challenge of Plutarch’s argument strategy is that it closes avenues of enquiries by locking the interlocutors inside their worldview.  This approach limits exploration of contradicting evidence, which could have led to the creation of inclusive alternative worldviews and protected the practice.  For example, it would make sense for the validity of divination to be questioned following someone making the wrong predictions.  However, according to Flower[footnoteRef:17], because the system of belief is interconnected with the practice, results that do not match the predictions are explained through a failure in process rather than questioned, allowing for the confidence in the system and in god to be maintained.  Another challenge mentioned by Flower[footnoteRef:18] is the issue of evidence in judging the success of divination.  Since there was no agreed system of interpretation, signs or messages could be seen as positive one day and as negative the next.   Jaillard[footnoteRef:19] summarises by saying that when faced with contradictory views, Plutarch will always aim to protect traditional religious beliefs.   Given the group’s core beliefs and divination are what is currently at stake with the oracular crisis, not allowing any consideration of opposing viewpoints could lead to the groups who disagree with Plutarch rebelling against his arguments rather than collaborating to find a middle ground. [17:  Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge’, p.106.]  [18:  Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge’, p.112.]  [19:  Jaillaird, ‘Plutarque et la divination’, p.159.] 

Aligning Theology and Philosophy
Plutarch already has some experience of having to integrate different viewpoints.  As a priest and philosopher, he must ensure that his arguments for divination are consistent with both his theological and philosophical views and that they do not contradict each other.  Simonetti[footnoteRef:20] [footnoteRef:21] explains that Plutarch succeeds in addressing this issue by considering reason and religion as complimentary and that he reconciles this view by seeing philosophy as ‘an intellectual activity directed towards the acquisition of true knowledge about the gods.’  Stoffel[footnoteRef:22] agrees by saying that, in the world of Plutarch, understanding the nature of something did not take away its divinatory potential. This approach by Plutarch has both strengths and weaknesses but it does demonstrate an ability to incorporate alternative views to further enquiry without necessarily having to completely abandon his beliefs.  [20:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.63.]  [21:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.73.]  [22:  Éliane Stoffel, ‘La Divination dans les Vies Romaines de Plutarque:  Le Point de Vue d’un Philosophe’, Cahiers du Centre Gustave Glotz, 16 (2005) 305-319 (p.309).] 

In De defectu, the discussion on how the souls[footnoteRef:23] acquire prophetic powers and the theory of double causation[footnoteRef:24] aim to explain that divination arises from both natural and supernatural causes.  The theories proposed describe systems where the gods and humans communicate combining both the material and immaterial.  Jaillard[footnoteRef:25] argues that by having to integrate both types of beliefs, Plutarch presents a rich and original view of the truth about divinatory rituals.  Jaillard[footnoteRef:26] also sees strength in the need for Plutarch to find solutions between theories that contradict his theological beliefs and his desire for philosophical exploration.  She argues that having to do so will eventually lead to some innovation of tradition.  Simonetti[footnoteRef:27] expands by stating that Plutarch’s approach to enquiry is helpful in reconciling the contradictions between the natural and supernatural.  However, the need to respect theological beliefs makes it difficult to consider more rational arguments and present supporting evidence.  Simonetti[footnoteRef:28] agrees and states that, as a result, Plutarch limits his rationale enquiry to ‘probability and verisimilitude’.  This view is supported by Schroeder[footnoteRef:29] who says that in De defectu, Plutarch main interest is to defend a strong belief in divination and the benevolence of the god and that as a result the arguments presented are only ‘hypothetically plausible’.   In summary, the need to balance the religious and the philosophical can lead to innovation but the tenuous links between the evidence and the theory could eventually be a challenge.  Obviously, this depends entirely on what is considered evidence. [23:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 438.]  [24:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles, 436-437.]  [25:  Jaillard, ‘Plutarque et la divination’, p. 165.]  [26:  Jaillard ‘Plutarque et la divination’, p. 162.]  [27:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.76.]  [28:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.65.]  [29:  Schröeder, ‘Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration’, p.168.] 

Hart[footnoteRef:30]. says that good arguments need to make a claim and provide supporting evidence so that the claims can be accepted by others. As seen previously, Plutarch supports his claims with irrefutable beliefs shared by the group reducing the need for evidence.  However, there is evidence presented in De defectu albeit evidence that aligns with the philosophical practices of Plutarch’s days.  Simonetti[footnoteRef:31] states that the method used consists in introducing what is considered ‘practical concrete data’ then developing a theory.  When analysing Plutarch’s arguments, there are two elements to explore further, firstly what is understood by ‘practical concrete data’ by Plutarch’s interlocutors and, secondly, the link between that data and the theories. [30:  Chris Hart, Doing a Literature Review (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2005), p.80.]  [31:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.67.] 

Simonetti[footnoteRef:32] explains that Plutarch along with his contemporaries, considered travel and what was witnessed during those journeys as knowledge.  She explains that this knowledge would then be extended to become evidence because someone had seen something ‘directly with their own eyes’.  She cites three examples including the death of Pan in De defectu, where a strange occurrence witnessed by the observer would have been considered evidence.[footnoteRef:33]  For Plutarch, there is strength in this approach because there is a physical event involved which supports a prediction.   However, the issue with a method that uses stories as facts to support divination, is that the links between the events, whether physical or not, and the predictions are difficult to quantify.  As mentioned previously, Flower[footnoteRef:34] confirms, that there is no agreed system for interpreting signs so the seer could potentially revise the prediction to fit reality or vice versa.  The challenge faced by Plutarch is that his arguments will weaken when travel observations are not considered solid evidence anymore by the philosophers around him, and it becomes more difficult to agree to views that include both religion and philosophy. [32:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p.67.]  [33:  Simonetti, A Perfect Medium?, p. 68.]  [34:  Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge’, p.113.] 

Leveraging his Professional Role
Moving away from religion is extremely unlikely for Plutarch due to his role at Delphi which brings additional considerations. Although this is never discussed explicitly in De defectu, it is likely that the respect and power afforded by Plutarch’s professional position at Delphi helped strengthen support for his arguments for divination.  A beneficial situation which would likely end if he lost his position and was then presenting his points to an audience unaware of his status.  Jaillard[footnoteRef:35] says that Plutarch is unable to dissociate philosophical rationale explanations from his training and respect of religious tradition and customs which gives some position power to his arguments for divination but also suggest a conflict of interest.  Plutarch, as a Delphic priest will be respected for his expertise in matters of divination giving his arguments more weight than if he was employed in a non-religious function.  According to Jaillard[footnoteRef:36], when reading Plutarch’s views on divination, it is important to remember that he was a priest at Delphi for 30 years, a fact that is not always remembered when considering his writings.  Jaillard[footnoteRef:37] confirms that he was in charge of administration and finances and would have been heavily involved in guarding the reputation of the Delphic Oracle as well as protecting his role.  She is suggesting a conflict of interest although this is not explicit. [35:  Jaillard, ‘Plutarque et la divination’,  p.158.]  [36:  Jaillard, ‘Plutarque et la divination’,  p.151.]  [37:  Jaillard, ‘Plutarque et la divination’, p. 151.] 

It is likely that Plutarch used his role as a priest to give his arguments legitimacy, however he would have been conflicted because, in addition to his beliefs, the practices he had been part of for over 30 years were those under threat from the desertion of the oracles.  Jaillard[footnoteRef:38] confirms the importance of his role supervising the rituals taking place at Delphi, adding the level of involvement he would have taken in ensuring that the rites were followed properly.  As Plutarch is not part of the discussion in De defectu, the importance of his role as a priest is not mentioned.  According to Jaillard[footnoteRef:39], this fact is underestimated in modern research.  Stoffel[footnoteRef:40] goes further by saying that it would have been interesting to be able to consider Plutarch’s professional experience but the fact that he does not refer to it himself, appears to have stopped scholars from doing so. [38:  Jaillard, ‘Plutarque et la divination’, p. 152.]  [39:  Jaillard, ‘Plutarque et la divination’, p. 152.]  [40:  Stoffel, ‘La Divination’, p.305.] 

Another consideration is whether Plutarch would have had to hide certain facts to ensure the continuation of the Delphic Oracle and of his role.  There is a suggestion by Nock[footnoteRef:41] that because of the political power of some of the oracle’s prophecies, the Pythia (prophetic priestess) was exposed to bribery.  Plutarch as someone who was responsible for the functioning of the Oracle is likely to have been aware if there was wrongdoing, but there is no mention in the text.  This point is taken up by Flower[footnoteRef:42] who suggests the possibility of prophetic rites being exploited by individuals and political leaders, for example to justify a decision that had already been made.  This comes back to the point made previously on the difficulty in linking predictions and events as either could be changed to suit the purpose of the requester.  Nock[footnoteRef:43] says that because of their training, Greek priests would have found it impossible not to follow tradition so Plutarch would have been biased in opinion and unlikely to contravene the customs and beliefs of the priesthood.  Plutarch’s role is therefore likely to have also been a critical element in his writings and limited how much he could or would explore certain concepts; by extension sometimes strengthening his argument for divination but other times, opening them up to criticism. [41:  Nock, Religious Attitudes’, p.474.]  [42:  Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge’, p. 104.]  [43:  Nock, Religious Attitudes’, p.480.] 



Conclusion
When evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of Plutarch’s argument for divination in De defectu oraculorum[footnoteRef:44], it is important to bear in mind the context in which his writings were taking place and to remember the worldview of the Greeks of the 1st century CE.  For Plutarch and many of his contemporaries, the belief in benign gods and the rites of divination were an integral part of their lives and their society.  Flower agrees by inviting his readers to view divination ‘through the perceptual filters of the Greek themselves’.[footnoteRef:45] [44:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De defectu oraculorum) trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt (Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936), Moralia vol. V.]  [45:  Flower, ‘Divination as a System of Knowledge’, p.105] 

The strength of Plutarch’s arguments for divination rests in his ability to use the shared religious and philosophical belief system of his audience to gain support for his claims by making it impossible to argue against the existence of benign gods as the source of divination.  The additional strength of this strategy lies in the fact that the beliefs that are not to be debated are also those being put at risk by the oracular crisis.  By preventing anyone from questioning the gods, Plutarch is protecting his argument but also the existence of the Oracle and ultimately, his role at Delphi.
The weakness of Plutarch’s argument strategy is that it confines Plutarch’s interlocutors to a specific worldview and limits the exploration of any evidence that puts the existence of the gods under question.  The issue arising is that the effectiveness of divination is not truly explored and leaves the practice open to exploitation which in time could be counterproductive and could also lead to a challenge regarding the power afforded by Plutarch’s position and the possible conflict of interest this creates.  In addition, keeping alternative views from the discussion could eventually prove limiting as rather than working to collaborate to form new more inclusive worldviews, some avenues of enquiries are simply shut down.
The conclusion of this analysis is that as long as the integrity of the shared belief system remains embedded in society, Plutarch’s ability to argue for divination will be successful, the challenge will come if at some point, alternative views start to gain momentum which could well happen as a result of the oracular crisis.
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Simonetti, Elsa Giovanna, A Perfect Medium? Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch (Leuven University Press, 2017)
Stoffel, Éliane, ‘La Divination dans les Vies Romaines de Plutarque:  Le Point de Vue d’un Philosophe’, Cahiers du Centre Gustave Glotz, 16 (2005) 305-319

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRY ——————
Y Drindod Dewi Sant
UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





