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A critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione.



	De Divinatione (“On Divination”) is known as one of the most important primary sources on the role that religion played in the daily lives of Romans at the time of classical antiquity. Written in 45-44 BCE by Marcus Tullius Cicero, the work portrays a discourse between the Academic Sceptic author and his brother Quintus whose arguments are founded primarily on the Stoic doctrine, as they exchange the cases both for and against the legitimacy of the divinatory practices. 
In the second part of the discourse, dedicated to Cicero’s arguments against divination, he appears to be highly critical of the concept and draws on a wide range of logically structured counterarguments to points that were first chaotically presented by Quintus in Book I. He uses the clearly strategic position on the response side of this dialogue to thoroughly undermine Quintus’s earlier point of view, applying his outstanding oratory skill to seemingly express his disdain for the practice and ridicule it. However, it is important to view the work in the wider context of socio-political environment at the time of its creation, to understand why it was likely in Cicero’s best interest to take that very stance with such force. This combined with further analysis on Cicero in the context of his relationships as presented by other works, might suggest his heavy use of bias in De Divinatione reflects a hidden motive by the author. The next argument against divination relates to Cicero’s opposition to the Stoic philosophy. Interestingly however, it focuses rather solely on disputing Quintus’s earlier points, seemingly intentionally omitting the wider Stoic considerations, and does so with use of a highly subjective language contrary to what would be expected of an Academic Skeptic. Lastly, the final argument of the Book II, treating on “artificial” vs “natural” prophecies is to be investigated - together with the author’s clear aversion to knowing the future ahead of its time, and his controversial and equally confident application of scientific logic in attempt to explain the metaphysical. 
Based on the analysis of the points above, this article explores whether Cicero’s seeming disdain of divination might be not as straightforward as the audience is actively encouraged to assume from the tone of his oratory in Book II. There seems to exist some foundation to claim that De Divinatione is rather a meta-discourse on divination that represents the complexity of the topic on the levels higher than the famous text dialogue itself – and can be deducted through Cicero’s distinguishing roles as the author and the character in the works; his seemingly intentional omittance of some wider Stoic theory in the discourse; and overall clever use of formatting – thus allowing the audience over millennia to come to further explore these depths independently.  

In-depth understanding of Cicero’s arguments in De Divinatione cannot be reached without prior appreciation of the wider context in which the work was being created in. Looking at the broader environment, the discourse has been published at the time of tremendous socio-political changes in the Roman antiquity. Furthermore, it’s crucial to consider the dialogue in the context of author’s other works to assert whether “On Divination” can in fact be taken as literally as widely accepted. 
[bookmark: _Hlk98694281]At the beginning of Book II, in alignment to the thoughts first presented by Carneades, Cicero states his flagship viewpoint that “there is no place for divination in things perceived by the senses, or in those included among the arts, or in those discussed by philosophers, or in those which have to do with government, [thus] I see no need for it anywhere”[footnoteRef:1]. The statement is a very direct expression of the character’s opinion - however, it is crucial to understand the broader environment in which the view was shared. De Divinatione was published around one of the most profound events in the Roman antiquity, the assassination of Gaius Julius Caesar in 44 BC – and such events are prone to cause public upheaval. Wolf Liebeschuetz, quoted by David Wardle, has demonstrated how at such times “Public panic could be averted by divinatory consultation by the state, thereby restoring confidence in the institutions and management of the state.”[footnoteRef:2]. Therefore, use of divinatory practices at the time, was at fundamental odds with Cicero, given his vocal opposition to imperialist power running the State. The combination of the above quotes lead to question whether Cicero’s stand here was in some way tied to a self-promotion tactic to assert his own political standpoint. Moreover, the tensions surrounding the matters of State would have created a unique opportunity for the author to participate in the systemic changes. He admits that “Now (…) my time must be devoted to the State, or, rather, my undivided thought and care must be fixed upon it.[footnoteRef:3] The changes would have opened room for using his highly erudite rhetoric in De Divinatione to appease the elites and gain wider support and popularity. After all, it is precisely in the elite cycles where the core audience of his work would be found. It is also helpful in understanding Cicero’s motivations in the socio-political context to keep in mind the details of his life, and in particular his career as a politician. As he has achieved the nearly impossible, getting into the Senate by relying only on his talent and hard work, without any prior elite connections, a theightened vigilance and protectiveness of his position compared to others in the same political arena could be expected.   [1:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione)' in W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.) (ed.) (Loeb Classical Library: Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), II-12, p. 383]  [2:  David Wardle, Cicero on Divination. Book 1. (Clarendon Ancient History Series OUP Oxford, 2006), p.3]  [3:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione), II-7, p. 377] 

Another important context to consider when analysing De Divinatione are Cicero’s personal affiliations. These can be investigated through analysis of his views presented in De Amicitia on the way one should carry out a discourse with friends and relatives, and the tone of dialogue he presents in De Senectute dedicated to his friend Atticus. All works were written around the same time, thus presented as a triptych by the Loeb Classical Library, and it is curious that comparing the tone of voice of “On Divination”, there is a distinct difference in the tone from its fellows. In De Amicitia, Cicero specifically wrote that “In the intimacy existing between friends and relatives the superior should put himself on a level with his inferior, so the latter ought not to grieve that he is surpassed by the former in intellect, fortune, or position.”[footnoteRef:4] By this logic, one would have expected Cicero to adjust his superiority of thought to supposedly inferior level of his brother. This stark contrast is therefore not in alignment with Cicero’s well-known integrity. This suggests that Cicero as the author of De Divinatione may have had hidden opinions other than those overtly made by Marcus Cicero the character of the dialogue, thus undermining the genuineness of the author’s conviction on these critical arguments. [4:  Cicero, 'On Friendship (De Amicitia).' in W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.) (ed.) (Loeb Classical Library: Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), XX-71, p. 181] 

Based on the context of both the socio-political environment as well as the author’s personal affiliations and contrasting view presented at the same time of creating De Divinatione, a certain distinction can thus be made between “Cicero-the-author and Cicero-the-character”[footnoteRef:5], as proposed by Struck (2016). This distinction further begs the question around the philosopher’s motive behind the particular choice of medium and format, and places critical importance on the context of the work.  [5:  Peter T. Struck, Divination And Human Nature (A Cognitive History Of Intuition In Classical Antiquity). (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), p. 199] 


At the point of creation of De Divinatione, Stoic school of thought has already been deeply established in the Roman culture, through works of Plato an others. It is therefore rather curious that Cicero in his discourse seems to be taking a precisely opposed view to the points made by Quintus, rather than approaching Stoicism from a wider multi-generational concept to counter-argue with, outside of his brother’s formerly listed examples. 
Denyer (1985) raises a very important point that Cicero in De Divinatione seems to be missing some fundamental points of Stoic doctrine – mainly, that “science and divination are saved from rivalry by finding for each a separate domain”[footnoteRef:6]. By placing them in the same realm, it can be argued that Cicero has taken a shortcut, for the sake of being able to prove a point. Interestingly, Quintus’s part of dialogue precisely raises the problem of lack of thoroughness and know-how in the practice of divination, as summarised with words “and so through the indifference of the college, as Cato the Wise laments, many auguries and auspices have been entirely abandoned and lost”[footnoteRef:7]. The reference is further interesting, as seems to further support the aforementioned distinction between Cicero-the-author from the dialogue character, with the former holding Cato the Wise in high esteem, making him the lead character in the last part of the triptych, De Senectute. The fact that Cicero-the-character does not discuss the diminishing know-how of practices alongside his counter-arguments in Book II suggests it would have been omitted on purpose – having authored the words of how “[virtuous elders character of] old age (…) is always  doing and effecting something (…) of the same nature in each case as were the pursuits of earlier years”[footnoteRef:8], he clearly would have been aware of such virtues, having praised them through Cato. It is further most interesting, that it is largely thanks to Cicero’s work that it is possible in modern times to see how central the practice of divination remained in Roman antiquity. Considering his overall genius and his influence at the time, it is natural to incline towards a view that the above was a part of a planned approach, rather than an oversight his end. [6:  Nicholas Denyer, ‘The Case Against Divination: An Examination Of Cicero’s “De Divinatione”', Proceedings Of The Cambridge Philological Society, 1985, NEW SERIES, No. 31 (211) (1985), pp. 1-10, p. 4]  [7:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione), I-28, p. 255]  [8:  Cicero, 'On Old Age (De Senectute)' in W. A. Falconer (ed. and trs.) (ed.) (Loeb Classical Library: Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), VIII-26, p. 35] 

In the overall presentation of Book II of De Divinatione, Cicero at the face value follows the usual Academia style, formatting it as a train of thought completely aimed against divination, but with the pronounced distinction from the usual standards in that he vehemently counter-argues Quintus’s arguments for divination.  The language used by Cicero in this opposition to Stoic arguments include phrases such as “why do I need to mention (…)”[footnoteRef:9], “even more absurd is that other pronouncement (…) which you adopted”[footnoteRef:10], “equally amusing is your story about (…)”[footnoteRef:11], reflecting a highly biased and subjective tone in this debate. This is in strong contrast to Cicero’s usual non-biased oration, who himself states in his earlier works in De Inventione 2.9, that “The Academic (…) is supposed to have no extra-rational motives in defending his view or in persevering, when or if he does”.[footnoteRef:12] Also on this point, Beard (1986) raised that “in the traditions of the Academic school of philosophy, the reader is left to make up his own mind on the most convincing case”[footnoteRef:13], which is clearly not allowed in here – thus also highlighting an interesting dissonance between Cicero as an author and respected thinker, and the character portrayed in the dialogue. [9:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione), II-120, p. 509]  [10:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione), II-35, p. 409]  [11:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione), II-31, p. 405]  [12:  Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, Cicero: Academic Skepticism, <https://iep.utm.edu/cicero-academic-skepticism/> 
[accessed on 10/3/2022]]  [13:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero And Divination: The Formation Of A Latin Discourse', The Journal Of Roman Studies, 1986, Vol. 76 (1986), pp. 33-46, p. 34] 

To conclude, analysis of the discourse with respect to Stoic vs Academic stands suggests that not only has Cicero moved away from the established oratory structure, but also seemingly purposefully omitted discussion of significant aspects of the Stoic views on science and divination, which he would have been aware of. The cases discussed in De Divinatione rather clearly reflect the author’s preferences in the sources to dispute, straying away from his commitment to the Academic standard – thus suggesting the work carries information about his own personal opinions on the matter, which perhaps might not be presented outwardly. Nevertheless, if his words were to be taken at face value, it would altogether make it profoundly ironic how a discourse aiming to diminish Stoic credibility through such elaborate argument against their divination practices, has further down the ages helped the philosophy stay alive through the medium of Cicero’s works.  

As De Divinatione reflects in ample examples, the practice of divination was present very prominently in the daily lives of the Romans in antiquity. The final argument of the dialogue as discussed by Marcus Cicero in Book II brings up the distinction between the rational and ‘manic’ forms of divination, to which Quintus earlier refers to respectively as “artificial” and “natural” in Book I. In the usual fashion, Cicero takes on seemingly ridiculing both practices – however stays protective over the practice of augury, as himself is a member of the augural college. 
Two key divinatory areas discussed in this argument are the practices of astrology, as representation of “artificial” realm, and dreams representing the “natural”. In terms of the former, Cicero makes an argument calling the astrologers out and claiming it equal to “utter madness (…) to [therefore] assume that wind and rain and weather anywhere have no effect at birth!”[footnoteRef:14]. This stance again reflects Cicero’s inflexibility to consider divinatory practices, that results from the application of the human logic limited to the earthly domain on the metaphysical.  He also uses a very simplified view on the practice of Chaldeans, without acknowledging or mentioning the duality aspects within the practice itself, and suggesting an irrational expectation for the field to bring exact translatable results in the physical world. While he later acknowledges that “chance state of affairs are supposed to be by chance (…) in the sense that no human art can predict them, even in principle”[footnoteRef:15], this is in no clear relation to his former points. In line with his very clear stand throughout the works that he does not see any use of divination, he further asserts that “superstition (…) has taken advantage of human weakness to cast its spell over the mind of almost every man”[footnoteRef:16]. This firm stance is however at slight odds with his acceptance of augury as a form of divination, which religious practice has been tightly connected to the matters of the state. It further asserts the previously discussed bias that Cicero presents in De Divinatione. Furthermore, it needs to also be remembered that Cicero’s character gives away personal opinion that “for my part, I think that the knowledge of the future would be a disadvantage”[footnoteRef:17] revealing that, due to the observable heavy bias in the work, there is a conflict of interest for him to be the one discussing the genuineness of the divinatory practices. This is outside of the augury belief accepted by him already, as connected to his best interest and existing career. [14:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione), II-94, p. 477]  [15:  J. P. F. Wynne, Cicero On The Philosophy Of Religion: On The Nature Of The Gods And On Divination. (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2019), p. 234]  [16:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione), II-22, p. 395]  [17:  Cicero, 'On Divination (De Divinatione), II-148, p. 537] 

It is also further interesting how the structure of the dialogue itself is planned out from the holistic point of view - with Book I completely chaotic and of ‘nature’ character, and Book II clearly structured in response to the former, reminding of the more “artificial” temperament. Quintus jumps from topic to topic, often repeating himself, which Schofield (1986) suggests is his strategy to resemble “an authentically messy welter of allegedly divinatory experiences”[footnoteRef:18]. Indeed, Quintus’s messy monologue contrasted with structured and rational coverage of three key arguments by Cicero invokes a sympathy to place a higher value to the latter argument, as it is simply easier to digest for a reader. However as noted earlier, the exchange of the arguments by Cicero’s character is based heavily around scientific predictions, which should not be freely applied to the metaphysical sphere if a genuine discourse is sought.  [18:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero For And Against Divination’, The Journal Of Roman Studies, 1986, Vol. 76 (1986), pp. 47-65, p. 52] 

In summary, the arguments above further reflect the presence of bias in Cicero’s criticism of the divinatory practices. However, the clever use of formatting of this discourse, with the Books I and II organised as if reflecting the “natural” and “artificial” viewpoints through their structure, leads to further suggest that while Cicero has been controversially applying scientific logic to try explain the metaphysical, he could have done so intentionally to better represent the stance of logic, thus allowing De Divinatione as a whole to become a representation of the duality of the human condition. 


In one of the recent new thought developments on De Divinatione, Wynne (2019) accurately points out that “Cicero’s texts might be worth a look not only as sources, but also as objects of study in themselves”[footnoteRef:19]. The works remain relevant throughout the ages, stirring conversation and sparking new thought developments. What is clear throughout the times however, is that it required some tremendous effort to cover the discourse on divination in such depth – taking more space than De Senectute and De Amicitia, suggesting it was a topic of genuine interest to the author. This suggests Cicero was personally invested in the works a lot more than he would admit to, even though he claimed to have only be taking on the conversation because of spare time. [19:  J. P. F. Wynne, Cicero On The Philosophy Of Religion, p. 6] 

The arguments discussed in this article point therefore to a possibility that De Divinatione is more of a masterpiece meta-discourse on divination that represents the complexity of the topic, with use of duality on the level higher than the dialogue text itself - through distinguishing Cicero’s roles as the author and the character, intentionally leaving some theory gaps in the discourse, and overall clever use of format and structure of the work. As such, the discourse could be interpreted to portray the conflict’s prevalence in the human psyche throughout time, remaining relevant in philosophical discussions even millennia since its creation. 
If however to the contrary, it has not been Cicero’s intention behind De Divinatione to encourage discourse on divination to survive 2,000 years after the works, it would be of outmost irony, as he has invertedly helped to preserve the key information on the practices and the importance of their function in Rome at the time of classical antiquity.
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