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

	In his The Purpose of Divinatione, Robert Goar undertakes a critical review of Marcus Tullius Cicero’s De Divinatione where he attempts an estimation as to the ‘purpose’ of that work. Following his inquiry, Goar concludes that it is Cicero’s aim to ‘demolish’ divination owing to De Divinatione’s severe criticisms of divination in Hellenistic Rome that Cicero undertakes in the second book of the work.[footnoteRef:1] However, it is interesting to consider that much of the recent scholarship done on Cicero’s philosophical canon (Beard, Schofield, Wynne) suggests that there is a balance to be found within the work’s two books that might result in a different interpretation of De Divinatione’s ultimate purpose. This paper will consider the essential arguments made in both of De Divinatione’s two books measured against modern theoretical perspectives that amount to a suggestion that De Divinatione is more than just a ‘demolition’ of divinatory practices.  [1:  Robert Goar “The Purpose of De Divinatione.” Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, vol. 99, 1968, pp. 241–248. JSTOR.] 


The Text

	In two books, composed between 45-44 BCE, De Divinatione (“On Divination”) is a philosophical treatise written as a dialogue between Marcus Cicero (the character, distinct from the author, heretofore referred to as Marcus), and his brother Quintus. The dialogue starts with the characters discussing Marcus’ (and subsequently Cicero’s) prior work, De Natura Deorum, where Quintus notes its inadequate handling of divinatory practices.[footnoteRef:2] What follows is each of the brother’s arguments for and against the validity of divination; Quintus assuming the former stance through the entirety of Book 1, Marcus arguing the latter approach in Book 2. It’s important here to consider the general arguments made that constitute the philosophical implications of the work as a whole: [2:  Marcus Cicero. On Divination (De divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trans.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923. 1.8] 


Book 1: Quintus for divination

As previously stated, Book 1 of the text expresses Quintus’ perception of divination that is largely favourable. In its prologue, Cicero explains that divination is the ‘presentiment
and knowledge of future things.'[footnoteRef:3] To clarify, Cicero, through Quintus’ character, clarifies the stoic position that these apparently predictable “future things” are necessarily things that are “thought to occur by chance”.[footnoteRef:4] He makes this qualification to enforce a distinction between divination and practical wisdom. Namely, when an astronomer uses mathematics to predict the timing of an eclipse, they’re not engaged in ‘divination’. Whereas an astrologer that predicts a favourable birth under the ‘conjunction of Jupiter or Venus with the Moon” is practicing divination.[footnoteRef:5] Under Quintus’ distinction here, a ‘favourable birth’ is a chance event that could not be predicted under the strictures of practical wisdom.[footnoteRef:6] Following this distinction, Quintus clarifies that both forms of divination are legitimate, making several different arguments to advance this perspective. Initially, Quintus appeals to the traditional, and popular elements of divinatory practices in Rome. On haruspicy, he notes that he “will not be led to hold that on the subject of entrails the whole of Etruria is out of its mind”[footnoteRef:7]. Further, he notes the theological underpinnings of Roman divination when he asks if he is meant to ‘despise these signs given by the gods and sanctioned by our ancestors?’.[footnoteRef:8] Following these attempts to relate his argument to already popular perspectives on divination, Quintus presents his most substantial argument in the text that is based on extant stoic philosophy. Namely, owing to the historical relevance and presumed efficacy of divination, Quintus suggests that divination must be legitimate because of the sheer number of cases wherein its methods have worked in the past.[footnoteRef:9] He explains that in evaluating divination as a whole, ‘it is more helpful to investigate the outcomes of this business then the causes, for there is at any rate some natural power that predicts the future both by signs observed over a long period of time and by a sort of divine stimulation and inspiration.’[footnoteRef:10] Quintus’ argument, in line with other Stoic perspectives, is subsequently, empirical. Specifically, Quintus explains that the evidence for divination in cases where its methods have been effective should ultimately be enough to assume that they are at least valid. The text reflects this in the way that Quintus points to the fact that over time, diviners have categorized correlations between natural signs and future outcomes. He explains that ‘for what is known in advance from entrails, lightning, portents, and the stars is recorded as a result of observation over a long period. In all these areas the great length of time produces an extraordinary science through prolonged observation.”[footnoteRef:11] While not necessarily comprehensive, Quintus, believes his argument that the correlated elements’ time tested, and long lasting effects prove the case for divination’s legitimacy. Wynne affirms this, noting that ‘Quintus stoic case for divination rests entirely on what he calls eventa, or outcomes. That is to say he seeks to prove the reality of divination simply by pointing out many cases where divinatory predictions came true.’[footnoteRef:12] [3:  Cicero, On Divination… (1.3.5)]  [4:  Cicero, On Divination… (1.3.5)]  [5:  Cicero, On Divination… (1.39.84)]  [6:  J.P.F. Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion: On the Nature of the Gods and On Divination. Cambridge University Press, 2019. pp. 235.]  [7:  Cicero, On Divination… (1.2.3)]  [8:  Cicero, On Divination… (1.18.34)]  [9:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 183.]  [10:  Cicero, On Divination… (1.6.12)]  [11:  Cicero, On Divination… (1.49.109)]  [12: ] 


Book 2: Marcus against divination

	Following Quintus’ pro argument, Cicero presents a counter using his own persona as the interlocutor. In Marcus’ response, he enacts a number of arguments meant to derail Quintus initial proposition. First, he considers whether the historical track record of divination’s efficacy is as stable as Quintus would have needed it to be.[footnoteRef:13] Specifically, where Quintus believes that divination, though occasionally mistaken in its prognostications, has ultimately proved worthwhile in certain cases, Marcus sees more relevance in past examples where divination got it wrong. Marcus’ contempt is clear when he asks: “Why need I give instances […] where the prophecies of soothsayers either were without result or the issue was directly the reverse of the prophecy?”[footnoteRef:14] Following this, Marcus presents what Wynne calls a threefold approach to his argument against Quintus’ treatise.[footnoteRef:15] First, he tries to clarify that divination has no subject matter of its own.[footnoteRef:16] Specifically, he notes that there are some subjects that can be known about based on established principles including ‘arts’ or technical skills that can be used to isolate the best practice under subjects like medicine music or astronomy.[footnoteRef:17] He lays out this argument intentionally to suggest that there are few cases wherein divination provides foreknowledge that supersedes any information that could be provided by any other kind of inquiry.[footnoteRef:18] Next, Marcus addresses Quintus’ claim that divination is effective in the prediction of chance events. Marcus confronts this claim highlighting a dilemma that claims to conclude that there can be no definition of the sort Quintus described.[footnoteRef:19] Specifically, Marcus notes that ‘arts’ like navigation or weather forecasting aim to determine chance outcomes too. However, it is apparently the case that, as Wynne notes, a person would still rather consult a weather forecast than a diviner for answers pertaining to the weather.[footnoteRef:20] Effectively then, for Marcus, Quintus’ stoic definition of chance events does not effectively cover all cases that it intends to; Marcus would rather that divination be considered only in cases ‘which neither any art nor any wisdom can foresee.’[footnoteRef:21] Following this Marcus presents another dilemma regarding fate. Specifically, he considers that future events are either fated, or not; the extension of this is the conclusion that if an event is not fated, then it is not predictable, not even to the gods.[footnoteRef:22] On the other hand, if they are fated, then divination does not serve an ‘advantageous’ function; what will be will be regardless of a divine prognostication.[footnoteRef:23] [13:  Cicero, On Divination… (2.24.53)]  [14:  Cicero, On Divination… (2.24.53)]  [15:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 230.]  [16:   Cicero, On Divination… (2.59.122)]  [17:  Cicero, On Divination… (2.59.122)]  [18:  Cicero, On Divination… (2.4.11)]  [19:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 230]  [20:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 235.]  [21:  Cicero, On Divination…(2.60.125)]  [22:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 235.]  [23:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 235.] 


Context

	For context, divinatory techniques including astrology, augury, and haruspicy abounded in the time that Cicero was writing. Roman state religion included the consistent use of augury (a practice that even Cicero engaged in), and the cultural impulse to incorporate Greek forms of knowledge into Roman ones implied at least conscious consideration of astrology on the part of most educated Romans.[footnoteRef:24] And so, as Wynne suggests in his work on Ciceronian philosophy, Romans were at least subliminally expected to participate in the intellectual discourse surrounding divination as it would’ve been important to such an orthopractic society to honestly and fully consider the implications of their actions.[footnoteRef:25] What this would have required then, is full and equal consideration of both pro and contra points against divination. This is reflected in the author Cicero’s note at the beginning of the text: ‘For error and rashness in assent is vicious in any matter, but it is especially so on that question where we must judge how much credit to give to auspices, to divinity, and to religion.’[footnoteRef:26] Within this, Cicero does not specify his own opinion on divination one way or another; the question asks ‘how much’ credit to give, not if credit is to be given at all.[footnoteRef:27] Instead he makes a crucial point that it is important to fully consider the implications of both accepting and denying validity to divinatory practices. This point is compounded with Cicero’s choice to structure his treatise in a literary dialogue form. Noting the intimacy of a conversation between two brothers, Wynne suggests that Cicero likely makes this choice to emphasize the importance that people should seriously entertain these conversations, particularly with important people. Subsequently, Wynne notes explicitly that it might have been hugely important to Cicero’s intentions that even the ‘most critical philosopher might keep an open mind and allow that divinatory phenomena might be an object of intellectual concern.[footnoteRef:28]  [24:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 183.]  [25:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 181.]  [26:  Quoted in Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 125.]  [27:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 125.]  [28:  Wynne. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion. pp. 308.] 


	Following this, it is less evident that Cicero wrote De Divinatione to express one opinion over the other. Rather it seems he meant to open a dialogue about divinatory practices that could enforce authentic understanding of them by attempting to see both sides.[footnoteRef:29] For scholars Mary Beard and Malcolm Schofield, for example, the literary trappings of the text suggest that De Divinatione is explicitly not a one sided argument. In their respective texts both Beard and Schofield highlight how Cicero’s deliberate inclusion of both pro and contra points implies De Divinatione’s participation in the ‘traditions of the Academic school of philosophy,’ where the reader is left to make up [their] own mind on the most convincing case”.[footnoteRef:30] Evidently, whether or not Cicero himself believed in the efficacy of divination is a contentious issue. It’s worth noting then that in a previous work, De Legibus, he actually affirms his support for augury in traditional Roman state religion; to the extent point that Cicero was an augur himself.[footnoteRef:31] In her analysis, Beard plainly offers that speculation as to Cicero the author’s own beliefs is a flawed mission if one is to base their opinion on Book 2 of De Divinatione in isolation; she highlights that the author included both Marcus and Quintus’ perspectives very intentionally.[footnoteRef:32] [29:  Malcolm Schofield. “Cicero for and against Divination.” The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76, 1986,        pp. 47–65. JSTOR. pp. 48.]  [30:  Mary Beard. “Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse.” Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76, Nov. 1986, pp. 33–46. JSTOR. pp. 35.]  [31:  Beard. “Cicero and Divination”, pp. 34.]  [32:  Beard. “Cicero and Divination”, pp. 34.] 


Conclusion

	In conclusion, following the apparent criticisms within the text, it is clear how some modern theorists have come to view De Divinatione as an outright criticism of Roman divination. Scholars like Goar, Pease and Linderski who conflate the character Marcus’ criticism with the author Cicero’s genuine view tend to read the treatise as ‘as a vigorous rationalistic protest’ against divination in light of higher reason.[footnoteRef:33] However, according to more recent consideration, it is likely that these interpretations are only partially considerate, and do not cover all that is meant within the work. Even Cicero himself makes explicit note of this fact about his intentions when he writes that ‘it is characteristic of the Academy to put forward no conclusions of its own, to approve those which seem most like the truth, to compare arguments, to draw forth all that may be said on behalf of any opinion, and without asserting its own authority to leave the judgment of those listening entirely free.’[footnoteRef:34] In this, Cicero accounts for what may be his most central aim in writing De Divinatione. Namely, instead of enacting a ‘rationalist critique’, his aim was to instigate a conversation that would allow a person to cultivate philosophical views that benefitted from having ‘compared arguments on either side.'[footnoteRef:35]   [33:  Intro to: Marcus Cicero. M. Tulli Ciceronis de Divinatione. edited by Arthur Stanley Pease, New York, Arno Press, 1979. pp. 12.]  [34:  Cicero, On Divination… (2.72.150)]  [35:  Schofield. “Cicero for and against…” pp. 48.] 


Word Count: 2240







































[bookmark: _GoBack]

Works Cited

Primary Sources

Cicero, Marcus On Divination (De divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and trans.), Loeb Classical 			Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923. 

Secondary Sources

Beard, Mary. “Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse.” Journal of Roman 			Studies, vol. 76, Nov. 1986, pp. 33–46. JSTOR.

Goar, Robert J. “The Purpose of De Divinatione.” Transactions and Proceedings of the American 				Philological Association, vol. 99, 1968, pp. 241–248. JSTOR.

Cicero. Marcus M. Tulli Ciceronis de Divinatione. edited by Arthur Stanley Pease, New York, Arno Press, 1979.
‌‌
Schofield, Malcolm. “Cicero for and against Divination.” The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 76, 1986, 			pp. 47–65. JSTOR.
‌
Wynne, J.P.F. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion: On the Nature of the Gods and On Divination. 			Cambridge University Press, 2019.

‌




image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





