A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione
“There is an ancient belief, handed down to us even from mythical times and firmly established by the general agreement of the Roman people and of all nations, that divination of some kind exists among men” (Cicero, 1.222-223).

Marcus Tullius Cicero was a Roman senator, augur, orator and philosopher. Cicero was a novus homo, or ‘new man’, building his wealth and reputation throughout his life and political career. He had a greatly successful political career that was mostly centred in Rome where he spent most of his working life. He was briefly exiled between 58 and 57 BCE during which time he wrote numerous philosophical works, including de Divinatione, to add to his already well-fleshed literary catalogue (OCD, 2022). Cicero lived through a tumultuous and changing period of time in which Rome was straining through civil war and a vast religious upheaval at the hands of Julius Caesar. Roman religion and therefore, Roman divination, had been part of the political sphere since the founding of the city but Caesar was using these methods to advance his own aims and settle himself amongst the realms of the gods. Naturally this bred a Rome in which a notable politician and augur such as Cicero could begin to ask questions and grow scepticism towards the ritual divinatory acts he had always believed in (OCD, 2022). 
It is in this climate that Cicero wrote de Divinatione in the year 44 BCE, ten years after being made augur by Pompey (Burriss, 1924). The piece was in connection with his de Natura Deorum, a treatise looking at the gods, focusing the attention on the act of divination in all its guises. Whilst his previous work handled this theme as well in part, for some reason Cicero felt the need to dissect the notion of divination more deeply. This is likely at least in part to the tensions around Caesar and the radical changes and projections he was making to religion and divination in the political sphere. Perhaps Cicero felt his faith shaken by events unfolding around him, or perhaps this was simply a thought exercise? More likely, Cicero was using de Divinatione to subtly show the downside of infallible belief in divination in a time of upheaval and strife (Kronstenko, 2000). It’s impossible to know exactly why Cicero wrote de Divinatione but we do know that it has caused much debate with classicists and historians alike in recent years. Schofield states in his ‘Cicero for and against Divination’ article that stoic belief requires that to do justice to divination it needs to be considered separately to the gods or religion, each should be considered as “distinct subjects” (Schofield, 1986). It is possible that this part of the motivation behind Cicero’s writing the text.
De Divinatione is written in two books, one arguing the case for divination through the voice of a fictional Quintus, Cicero’s brother. The other arguing the case against divination through a fictional voice of Cicero himself. The entire work is complex and difficult to come to terms with in a single reading due to this. It is at first hard to grasp whether Cicero is indeed against or for divination, which ‘side’ is supposed to be the winner of the argument. It isn’t until a second reading that it becomes clearer, and subtleties are plucked from the text. In book one Cicero is careful with his words, he side-steps fully disagreeing with divination so as not to anger the gods but stresses his reluctance to succumb to the “superstitions of an old woman” (1.230-231). At this point in the text his disbelief seems hampered by the opinions of men rather than disillusionment with divination itself. He doesn’t wish to be viewed as superstitious, but who decided that belief in divination had become this? It is important to remember that divination had been a part of state religion and politics in Rome right from the founding of the city, it was fundamental to Roman state cult through the importance of augury (Linderski, 1983). Even Cicero agrees to this in 1.224-225 when he discusses Romulus, the founding father, using auspices to help him found the city, a practise that continued throughout the history of Rome. Nothing was done in Rome without their consulting the auspices or oracles. 
“In the first place, according to tradition, Romulus, the father of this City, not only founded it in obedience to the auspices, but was himself a most skilful augur” (Cicero, 1.224-225).
This admission here gives the first insight into Cicero’s arguments against divination, that is, Rome had become all too reliant on rituals that could be twisted and corrupted to suit the whims of men. Book one is used by Cicero to truly debate divination in a philosophical vein, drawing attention to the connections between the gods and divination and men and divination before beginning to force his argument that gods do not need divination, and divination does not need gods, “But neither is granted as readily as you think. For it is possible that nature gives signs of future events without the intervention of a god, and it may be that there are gods without their having conferred any power of divination upon men” (Cicero, 1.234-235). He considers that one doesn’t always mean the other and subtly lays the idea that divination used by the Roman state does not ‘necessarily’ have anything to do with the will of the gods. 
It is in this elusive way that Cicero continues his developing arguments against divination. By planting seeds of ideas that would be blasphemous or treasonous to state explicitly but could easily be suggested by clever word-play and philosophical debate. Cicero does this by distancing himself from his past writings. Books one and two have poetry quoted throughout from Cicero’s other works. In book one these quotes are long, flowing, and continuous pieces but in book two are short lines and phrases. Cicero uses these to distance himself from any past notions on divination by placing his past words into fictional Quintus’ mouth. Quintus uses Cicero’s poetry to argue for divination, ultimately making them his arguments rather than Cicero’s who is now free to dispute against them (Kronstenko, 2000). The way in which these poetic quotes are used is also interesting. In book one the poetry makes up long chunks of the debate with Quintus using them to back his argument for divination, however in book two the quotes are small and insignificant—not really adding anything to Cicero’s argument against divination (Krostenko, 2000). It is in this way that Cicero can make the arguments for divination seems ridiculous and reliant on ‘fictional accounts’ rather than historical facts. What Quintus calls exemplum et historia Cicero calls stories (1.278-279). Cicero uses the voice of Quintus to explore divination in other cultures and civilisations, conceding the origins of divinatory practices to foreign powers. A decidedly un-Roman thing to openly acknowledge, but Cicero deftly utilises Quintus as a means of sharing these ideas whilst distancing himself safely. Through Quintus he discusses different types of divination—conjectural and non-conjectural—and how accurate these are throughout history both in and out of Rome.
“But those methods of divination which are dependent on conjecture, or on deductions from events previously observed and recorded, are, as I have said before,1 not natural, but artificial, and include the inspection of entrails, augury, and the interpretation of dreams. These are disapproved of by the Peripatetics and defended by the Stoics. Some are based upon records and usage, as is evident from the Etruscan books on divination by means of inspection of entrails and by means of thunder and lightning, and as is also evident from the books of your augural college; while others are dependent on conjecture made suddenly and on the spur of the moment. An instance of the latter kind is that of Calchas in Homer, prophesying the number of years of the Trojan War from the number of sparrows” (Cicero, 1.302-303).
Quintus makes a passionate case for divination throughout book one, seemingly giving the arguments for divination the winning hand, but Quintus’ arguments are made from the corner of blind faith, unquestioning. Cicero is ready to show this for the err of intellect that he believes it to be. 
Book two begins not at all modestly with Cicero’s literary catalogue and his discussing on the merits each holds (2.371-373). These are listed in composition order and includes the odd addition of de Legibus—odd due its content defending received religion, divination and augury as opposed to arguing against them as in de Divintione (Schofield, 1986).  This is at first an odd decision considering his distancing of himself from his poetry throughout book one. However what Cicero aims to do with this move is build his character ‘Cicero’ up as a learned philosopher, the Cicero of de Divinatione is not Cicero the Augur, he is Cicero the Philosopher, and therefore unhypocritical in his arguments against divination (Linderski, 1983). From here Cicero launches into his attack against divination in earnest. His debate against Quintus is engaged and philosophical in nature but looks at what divination cannot be used for rather than directly refuting the claims Quintus has made for divination in book one.
“Nor is there any need of divination even in matters within the domain of science and of art. For, when people are sick, we, as a general rule, do not summon a prophet or a seer, but we call in a physician. Again, persons who want to learn to play on the harp or on the flute take lessons, not from a soothsayer, but from a musician” (Cicero, 2.379-381).
Quintus’ arguments where for a distinctly non-Roman style of divination, his examples showing ecstatic and individual divination and oracles. This is all outside elite Roman state divinatory practice and it is this foreign, wilful divination that Cicero stakes his arguments against—not the elite state religious rituals (Krostenko, 2000). Or so it would seem to Roman readers.
In 2.388-389 Cicero makes a bold claim that there can be no such thing as chance or accident if divination exists because everything would be “preordained”. He then goes on to add that “if fate exists then divination cannot” (2.392-393). Cicero was all too aware of his audience, the Roman people, and the significance of divination to the Roman state so these explosive arguments would have been shocking (Krosenko, 2000). No longer does Cicero straddle the debate as in book one, he appears all in for destroying Quintus’ argument. Cicero turns again to the idea of foreign divinatory origins but this time closer to home—the Etruscans. In 2.426-429 he recounts the Etruscan myth of Tages, the mythical origin for the art of divination within Etruria. 
“However, let us examine its origin and thus we shall very readily determine its value. The tradition is that, once upon a time, in the district of Tarquinii, while a field was being ploughed, the ploughshare went deeper than usual and a certain Tages suddenly sprang forth and spoke to the ploughman. Now this Tages, according to the Etruscan annals, is said to have had the appearance of a boy, but the wisdom of a seer. Astounded and much frightened at the sight, the rustic raised a great cry; a crowd gathered and, indeed, in a short time, the whole of Etruria assembled at the spot. Tages1 then spoke at length to his numerous hearers, who received with eagerness all that he had to say and committed it to writing. His whole address was devoted to an exposition of the science of soothsaying. Later, as new facts were learned and tested by reference to the principles imparted by Tages, they were added to the original fund of knowledge” (Cicero, 2.426-429).
Cicero is scathing in his opinions of the myth calling it nonsense that a child could be “buried underground and live” or that a “god would be in such a place as underground” (2.427-2.428). He is bordering on arguing against the gods themselves, but importantly this isn’t a Roman god. Yet if we look more closely what Cicero is actually doing here is comparing the gods with the elite, the gods like the elite would not be found wallowing in the soil to impart wisdom to lowly citizens. Unbridled devotion is cast alongside ignobility and healthy scepticism alongside nobility (Krosenko, 2000). Throughout book two Cicero argues against divination in this harsh and almost mocking way, pitting the gods against divination almost. 
By 2.475-485 Cicero has turned his attention to astrology and its unlikeliness to be true. He challenges Quintus’ views on Babylonian horoscopes saying the “statement quoted by you that the Babylonians for 470,000 years had taken the horoscope of every child and had tested it by the results, is untrue” (Cicero, 2.481). To Cicero astrology and dream oracles are the worst of the worst forms of divination and his attacks against them are poison tipped. When discussing dream oracles Cicero mocks the idea, stating that the gods “must surely be ignorant” to have use dreams to convey messages to people because not everyone remembers their dreams or if they do, listens to them (2.512-513). We then see his comparison of gods and the elite again as he argues that the gods wouldn’t just occupy themselves with ‘anybody’, and yet dream oracles are indeed claimed by all class of people. As Burriss states, “Cicero is deadly earnest in challenging serious thought” (Burriss, (1924). He wishes to shake up his readers and show them, so to speak, the error of their ways. However, he is careful to remain clear that he is not arguing against the gods, only divination— “I want to make perfectly clear that doing away with superstition does not mean doing away with religion” (Cicero, 2.148-149). 
Cicero is clear throughout de Divinatione about this. He argues that decreeing against divination does not mean against gods, nor does it mean against state religious divination such as augury. Cicero is firm throughout the text that augury is in a different vein to other means of divination as it was “established solely for reasons of state” (Linderski, 1983). Whilst he argues that divination is superstitious nonsense and should be decreed, he believes augury should hold its place in state ritual due to regulations and the importance of the augural college to the Roman State (Linderski, 1983). Whether or not this is due to Cicero’s role as augur is unclear as Cicero’s voice in the text is importantly fictitious, but it does seem significant that only this method of divination avoids his scrutiny. To Cicero augury is not divination perse as it gives warnings, it does not claim to predict futures, and it is this vital point that he hinges his exemption. Augury is not suspicious nor corrupt, it is not accessible by just anyone and it does not concern itself with the lowly classes therefore augury is acceptable divinatory ritual. This line of thinking gives away again to Cicero’s subtle comparisons between the ignoble and the noble, the plebs and the elite. 
Schofield states, “book one invokes experience, particularly historical experience, book two is an exercise in sceptical reason” (Schofield, 1986). This sums up nicely the ambitions of Cicero in his arguments against divination in de Divintione. It shows the method behind Cicero’s deeper motivation not to highlight one argument over the other but to shine a light on the errors of unquestioning belief and unwavering scepticism (Krostenko, 2000). This motivation takes some unravelling due to the complexity of the text, but significantly is the cusp of Cicero’s argument. He does not intend for his arguments against divination to ‘win’ the debate, nor to ‘lose’ it, but instead to call out the Roman people on the issues facing them during a time of political unrest. To impress that blind faith opens doors for corruption, but turning fully on religion and ritual would be equally as disastrous for the state. Cicero does not mean for Quintus nor Cicero to ‘win’, but to show the errors of each side of the argument (Krosenko, 2000). 
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