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A Critical Review of Plutarch’s arguments for divination 
in De Defectu Oraculorum (On the Obsolescence of Oracles)

Word count: XXXX


Introduction

This essay critically discusses Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De Defectu Oraculorum.[footnoteRef:1] The treatise by the Greek Neoplatonist philosopher, biographer and essayist (46 – c. 119 CE) and priest at the temple of Apollo at Delphi, is a part of the Moralia, which is a collection of works that according to Harrison was ‘composed to instruct men and women in virtue (aratea)’.[footnoteRef:2]  With Plutarch being deeply involved in the priestly office, as Schröder puts in more detail, it is the view and arguments of an insider that will be analysed in the following paragraphs.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De Defectu Oraculorum), in Moralia, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936).]  [2:  Frank W. Walbank, Plutarch, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Plutarch; George W. M. Harrison, 'Rhetoric, Writing and Plutarch', Ancient Society. 18 (1987), 246.]  [3:  Stephan Schröder and others, 'Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration', in On the Daimonion of Socrates, ed. by Heinz-Günther Nesselrath (Mohr Siebeck GmbH and Co. KG, 2010), p. 145.] 


The main arguments considered are the existence of the gods and their willingness to help humans, the assumption that communication between gods and humans is possible through suitable intermediaries and under proper conditions, and that the gods do listen to all sorts of requests.

Some definition and context

The term divination is defined by Blacker and Loewe as an attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural to give the answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding.[footnoteRef:4] Although there are further distinctions as to the various types of divination, the arguments in the text refer to divination in a wider context, so the broad definition mentioned above seems suitable to serve the purpose at hand. [4:  Michael Loewe, Carmen Blacker, and Lama Chime Rinpoche Radha, Divination and Oracles,  (London: Boulder: Shambala, 1981), p. 1.] 


Aside from Plutarch’s obvious connection to divination due to his professional context,
Schröder mentions that Plutarch’s writings show a very vivid interest of the author in all forms of prophecy, as well as a tendency to discuss ‘such things whenever opportunity offers’, and that Plutarch defended academic philosophy as compatible with a belief in divination.[footnoteRef:5] The importance of a ‘knowledge of the gods as the final goal of human beings’ as a core motivation of Plutarch’s related work in general is identified by Roskam, who cites Plutarch’s introduction to On Isis and Osiris: [5:  Schröder and others 'Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration', p. 145.] 


All good things, my dear Clea, sensible men must ask from the gods; and especially do we pray that from those mighty gods we may, in our quest, gain a knowledge of themselves, so far as such a thing is attainable by men. For we believe that there is nothing more important for man to receive, or more ennobling for God of His grace to grant, than the truth.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Roskam Geert, 'Plutarch's Yearning after Divinity the Introduction to <Em>on Isis and Osiris</Em>', The Classical Journal. 110 (2015), 215.] 


Having this strong commitment to divination at hand, it is however difficult to locate a general theoretical system of divination or doctrines for divine inspiration on which Plutarch operated. Schröder claims that Plutarch presented neither, but assumes that he basically held on to a tradition of belief in divination ‘as it had always been practised and in the providence of a god shown by it’, complemented by a defence of the same by ‘presenting hypothetically plausible arguments’.[footnoteRef:7] Deeper embedding the topic in a philosophical debate taking place at the oracle site of Delphi, Schröder suggests, also could have served the requirements of a philosopher that is very carefully restraining himself from judgment about divine things, being loyal to ‘the basic Sceptic tendency of the Platonic School’. Schröder ascribes to Plutarch an ‘aversion to confront traditional beliefs with all-too-astute criticisms’.[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Schröder and others 'Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration', p. 168.]  [8:  Schröder and others 'Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration', p. 168.] 


The finding of universal truth or truths as a basic reason for the Socratic dialogue form in the first place, it could be argued that the debate provided a suitable framework for Plutarch in his pursuit to do the same. Dialogue was also considered to be a very effective form of teaching, pointing out truths in all the opposing positions, with the highest aim of rhetoric being to ‘enlighten the soul’, as Harrison cites Plutarch in his Life of Pericles.[footnoteRef:9] The same commentor also suggests an attitude of personal modesty showing in Plutarch’s work. [9:  Harrison, 'Rhetoric, Writing and Plutarch', 276.] 

 
So although the major part of De Defectu Oraculorum is a debate around the decreased demand and hence closure of many oracle sites, the consideration leads to general considerations, where Plutarch lets his protagonists consider arguments for divination, as will be discussed in the following. 

Starting out the considerations about arguments for divination, it seems appropriate to put the whole debate into the context of ancient Greece, the place and time of Plutarch. The basic agreement of Plutarch with tradition in this manner could be suggested by his Neoplatonist approach and adherence to tradition in general, as claimed by Schröder, who ascribes to Plutarch an ‘aversion to confront traditional beliefs with all-too-astute criticisms’ and the tendency to restrain himself from judgement on the matters of the divine.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Schröder and others 'Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration', p. 168.] 


The gods are here, and they are willing to help
The assumption that the gods care about humankind provides a first implicit argument for divination. In De Defectu Oraculorum  it is only challenged by Didymus Planetiades, who argues that the gods might have left the oracle sites and therewith abandoned humans because of the trivial nature of requests of humans.[footnoteRef:11] The harsh reaction of the other participants in the debate, consequently driving Planetiades out of the discussion, suggests a consent on their traditional belief and common philosophical ground. While it seems clear that there must be some common ground for a debate in order to lead somewhere, the harshness of the disapproving reaction seems interesting. Schröder considers Didymus’ attempt to explain the crisis of the oracles as not to be taken seriously, which seems to be somewhat unsatisfactory because it is not supported with evidence.[footnoteRef:12] Flower on the other hand reports based on 20th century research that especially at times when matters of belief are challenged, adherents to religious groups tend to support each other and stick together just the more.[footnoteRef:13] Here we have the case, the oracles are in trouble, and answers are sought together.  [11:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De Defectu Oraculorum), 413 C.]  [12:  Schröder and others 'Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration', p. 153.]  [13:  Michael Attyah Flower, 'Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief', in The Seer in Ancient Greece, (University of California Press, 2007), p. 108.] 

 


Divine communication can be received and transmitted by human beings acting as instruments for the divine, and the process can be supported by the proper conditions.
The notion that the connection between humans and gods by mediation of demigods is desirable and seen as a grace, is firmly routed in ancient Greek society. A surplus of knowledge and insight is also desirable; this can be taken for granted due to the large number of visitors to the oracle sites. In his book The Seer in Ancient Greece Flower elaborates the religious context of divination as one expression of the basic concept of gods and humans co-existing in a relationship of constant reciprocity.[footnoteRef:14] As Flower sees it, ‘The various rites of divination, taken together, constituted a rational and coherent, as well as a socially useful, system of knowledge and belief for the Greeks’. With exception of the Stoics who had a different approach to the workings of the world altogether, he ascribes to the ancient Greeks a broad acceptance of divination as formulated by Socrates in Xenophon’s Memorabilia. Socrates’ religious attitudes were considered traditional.[footnoteRef:15] In turn it was all embedded in an implicit set of beliefs that ‘the gods are concerned for the welfare of humankind, that they know more than humans, and that they are willing to share some of that knowledge by way of advice’.[footnoteRef:16]   [14:  Flower, 'Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief', p. 106.]  [15:  Flower, 'Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief', p. 107.]  [16:  Flower, 'Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief', p. 105.] 


Whether the intermediary agents do function properly, is another question. Plutarch’s rationale for the human soul to be receptive to divine inspiration seems logical: If demigods are in possession of knowledge and the souls of the departed are included in the notion of demigods, then there must be something prophetic in the human soul that already exists while it is in a body.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De Defectu Oraculorum), 431 E.] 


It is a plausible argument that the prophetic agency is a faculty that everyone possesses, but that not everyone is able or willing to develop – similar to other talents that humans possess and which they may or may not bring to fruition. 

All the other elements involved the process of divine inspiration are explained by Plutarch as features of handicraft. In fact, he compares them to the trade of an artist.[footnoteRef:18] Features of a craft do not diminish the artistry, and this can be recognised as a comprehensible argument against all criticism about the detailed elements of the divinatory act. All earthly things are subject, and this notion is in concurrence with the Greek philosophy – especially Platonism, where the god is seen as the eternal essence and everything material is perceived as subject to constant change.  [18:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De Defectu Oraculorum), 432.] 



There is no request too small or profane, the Gods will give advice
The question whether the gods are willing to communicate on all human affairs, or if the profane is to be kept out of the gods’ way is somewhat differing in the views attributed to Socrates and Plutarch. According to Flower Xenophon reported that Socrates sent his close friends to use divination in cases where ‘the result of an action was uncertain’, but this should be limited to things human beings cannot discern for themselves using their intelligence.[footnoteRef:19] However, Plutarch has Lamprias state that the god was friendly and mild like a mother to her children, and if the god had ‘created human beings in their nature and errors, how could he abandon them’.[footnoteRef:20] That divination was practised a lot for everyday matters, is suggested by the existence of oracular lead tablets from Dodona which have been translated by Eidinow.[footnoteRef:21] It is reasonable to assume that Plutarch had firsthand experience of the questions asked, and it follows that if the answers were satisfying and followed by success, it could be reason enough for Plutarch to defend his position that everyday questions matter to the gods as well, even if he considered the knowledge of the Gods to be the highest and final goal, as mentioned above. Considering that divinatory messages related to casual matters might often be of a nature that can be proven right or wrong in the end, one could ask the question how the adherents of an oracle would cope with it if an information turned out to have missed the mark and be proven definitely wrong. Here Flower mentions a phenomenon that is due to human nature. According to him, many case studies among religious groups in the 20th century showed that ‘failed prophecies do not necessarily lead to serious problems for such groups or bring about their disintegration’.[footnoteRef:22] He claims that members of a group sharing the same interests and beliefs hold even tighter to their beliefs and re-interpret events as well as the outcomes of their divinatory practices in favour of the prophecy, so that there will be consistency re-established, even if naked fact seemed to be undeniably different than the believers would have it.[footnoteRef:23] This of course leads to the question of what truth really is, and which individual levels must be considered if universal truth is to be applied on different levels of human existence. [19:  Flower, 'Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief', p. 107.]  [20:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De Defectu Oraculorum), 413 C.]  [21:  Esther Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk among the Ancient Greeks,  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).]  [22:  Flower, 'Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief', p. 108.]  [23:  Flower, 'Divination as a System of Knowledge and Belief', p. 109.] 


Conclusion

This essay considered some arguments for divination in Plutarch’s De Defectu Oraculorum. Grounded on the context of Plutarch’s time and religious as well as philosophical embedding, the discussion has started at the broadly established belief that the gods exist and that they are willing to help. Further emphasis has been laid on the argument that there are agents for the divine, suitable to function as a link, according to the proper preconditions established, and lastly some considerations have been made around the argument that the gods answer to all possible human affairs, as was one position positively expressed in Plutarch’s treatise.
Considering the influence one’s belief has in terms of the perception of truth, it seems suitable to conclude that truth might be the high aim of Plutarch in seeking communication with the divine, but that truth as well as beauty could be in the eye of the beholder.
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