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A critical review of Cicero's On Divination (De Divinatione).

Introduction 

This essay provides a critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W.A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923. 
Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43BCE) was a Roman statesman, philosopher, lawyer, and scholar who lived in a turbulent period towards the end of the Roman Republic.[footnoteRef:1] The definition of ‘Divination’ (also known as augury) is the art or practice that seeks to foresee or foretell future events or discover hidden knowledge usually by the interpretation of omens or by the aid of supernatural powers.[footnoteRef:2] Cicero's ‘On Divination’ presents a discourse on the nature and validity of divination, exploring both its philosophical underpinnings and practical implications.  [1: Raphael Woolf, "Cicero", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2022 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2022/entries/cicero/.]  [2:  Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Divination. In Merriam-Webster.com dictionary. Retrieved March 9, 2024, from https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/divination] 

Style and Structure

Cicero identifies himself as a follower of the so-called ‘New Academy’, a label that refers to the sceptical phase of Plato’s Academy and adopts and adapts the epistemology and method of the Academy in the composition of many of his dialogues.[footnoteRef:3] A work in two books: the first, from the perspective of Quintus Cicero, formulates along Stoic lines the arguments in favour of divination; the second, from the perspective of Marcus Cicero, attacking those arguments and undermining the principles of divinatory science.[footnoteRef:4] Cicero's prose is characterized by eloquence and persuasiveness, essential elements of classical rhetoric. He employs a variety of rhetorical devices, such as parallelism, antithesis, and metaphor, to enhance the clarity and effectiveness of his arguments. Cicero address his texts to the young Roman elite.[footnoteRef:5] His writings serve as primary sources for understanding the role of divination in Roman society and its significance within the broader cultural and political context of antiquity. Malcolm Schofield argues that ‘the two books give Cicero a chance to engage first on the rhetoric of anecdote and then in the rhetoric of cross-examination’.[footnoteRef:6] This dialogue form allows Cicero to express several opinions without having to endorse one. In his related De Natura Deorum, Cicero calls out those who ‘seek to learn my personal opinion’ as showing an ‘unreasonable degree of curiosity’ in a bid to clarify that it is not his opinion that matters. In this, he upholds the characteristic of the Academy to draw forth all that may be said on behalf of any opinion, and without asserting authority, to suspend judgement entitling the free discernment of the reader.[footnoteRef:7] Robert J. Goar suggests that Cicero’s approach between the two books was merely to ‘shift the emphasis from positive to negative’.[footnoteRef:8] He argues that the closing section of the second book aims to undermine superstition at all costs which, in his view, was the true purpose of the work. However, Joseph G. Filippo suggests that Cicero had a desire to present the book as a practical and intellectual guide and therefore refrains from a dogmatic need to be right or to win the debate, but instead ‘approves’ the broad outlines of a theory while withholding assent from its particulars.[footnoteRef:9] This points to an undertone in the narrative of a dialectical competition between Stoic and Academic sceptics, which Joseph G. Filippo suggests requires acknowledgement to enable full evaluation of Cicero’s arguments. [3:  Joseph G. Defilippo, Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination, Philodorema: Essays in Greek and Roman Philosophy in Honor of Phillip Mitsis, Parnassos Press (2022).]  [4:  Mary Beard, Cicero & Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol.76, 1986, pp.33-46]  [5:  Elisabeth Begemann, Cicero’s De Divinatione in Religious and Historical Perspective, Ciceroniana On Line, 7.1 (2023).]  [6:  Malcolm Schofield, Cicero For and Against Divination, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol.76 (1986), pp.47-65, https://www.jstor.org/stable/300365]  [7:  Mary Beard, Cicero & Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol.76, 1986, pp.33-46]  [8:  Robert J. Goar, “The Purpose of De Divinatione,” Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, 99 (1968), 241–48 <https://doi.org/10.2307/2935842>]  [9:  Joseph G. Defilippo, Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination, Philodorema: Essays in Greek and Roman Philosophy in Honor of Phillip Mitsis, Parnassos Press (2022).] 

Historical and Cultural Significance of On Divination 

Throughout various civilizations and epochs, divination has played a central role in shaping religious practices, political decisions, and personal beliefs.[footnoteRef:10] Divination has been described as a ‘cornerstone practice of Roman Religion’.[footnoteRef:11] Cicero lived during a turbulent period in Roman history known as the Late Republic, characterized by political instability, social unrest, and civil strife.[footnoteRef:12] Against this backdrop, the Romans turned to divination as a means of seeking guidance and reassurance amidst uncertainty and chaos. Roman augury was deeply embedded at the centre of Roman political and religious life, defined and regulated in the written tradition of the priestly books; it made sense according to the logic of the symbolic inheritance of Rome and Roman views of the operation of the gods in the world.[footnoteRef:13] Cicero's reflections on divination were shaped by the disorderly events of his time and the search for stability and order in Roman society. Cicero, as a prominent figure in Roman society, and an augur himself, would have been intimately familiar with the dynamics and their implications for the cultural significance of divination. Elisabeth Begemann has argued that, [10:  Struck, Peter T. Divination and Human Nature: A Cognitive History of Intuition in Classical Antiquity. Princeton University Press, 2016. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1q1xs0v. Accessed 10 Mar. 2024.
]  [11:  Joseph G. Defilippo, Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination, Philodorema: Essays in Greek and Roman Philosophy in Honor of Phillip Mitsis, Parnassos Press (2022).]  [12:  Elisabeth Begemann, Cicero’s De Divinatione in its Religious and Historical Perspective, Ciceroniana On Line, VII, 1, 2023, 69-9]  [13:  Mary Beard, Cicero & Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol.76, 1986, pp.33-46] 

The expansion of Rome, especially in relation to the new gods, cults, and practices that the conquered peoples brought into the empire, made it necessary to re-evaluate what it meant to be Roman, what counted as truly Roman practices and what had made the Romans great.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Elisabeth Begemann, Cicero’s De Divinatione in its Religious and Historical Perspective, Ciceroniana On Line, VII, 1, 2023, 69-9] 

Harald Thorsrud has argued that Cicero’s aim in these dialogues is the critical examination of theological beliefs, especially regarding divine providence, to encourage a more ‘intelligible and philosophically moderated approach to Roman religious practice’.[footnoteRef:15] Cicero's innovation in integrating Hellenizing systems of thought with traditional Roman practice and institutions can well be understood in similar anthropological terms.[footnoteRef:16] Mary Beard suggest Cicero was faced with a conflict between traditional Roman ways of understanding the world and the ‘scientific’ world view of Greek Philosophy he was incorporating into the dialogue.[footnoteRef:17] These conflicts are an important factor in his approach. Cicero's position on divination is nuanced and multifaceted, reflecting both scepticism and acknowledgment of its cultural, historical, and practical significance. Mary Beard suggests that ‘belief’ and disbelief’ are not appropriate terms to qualify Cicero’s views on divination as these are characteristic of modern world religion’s requirement for personal commitment, not applicable to analysis of Traditional Roman religion.[footnoteRef:18] While Cicero's philosophical works demonstrate a mastery of a wide range of Greek philosophical theory, these theological works are also tentative in the sense that they represent the first attempts at the formation of a scientific discourse on Roman religion.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Harald Thorsrud, 2021. Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion: On the Nature of the Gods and On Divination by J. P. F. Wynne (review). Journal of the History of Philosophy, 59(3), pp. 513-514.]  [16:  Mary Beard, Cicero & Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol.76, 1986, pp.33-46,]  [17:  Ibid. Beard, pp.33-46.]  [18:  Ibid. Beard, pp.33-46.]  [19:  Mary Beard, Cicero & Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol.76, 1986, pp.33-46.] 


Cicero’s Arguments Against Divination

In introducing his arguments against divination in book two, Cicero writes, 
For if I should assume anything that I said to be certain I should myself be playing the diviner while saying that no such thing as divination exists!’[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W.A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923 (2.9).] 

In making this statement, he is reinforcing the notion that it would be a fallacy to be emphatic that divination is conclusively untrue regardless of the arguments he is about to make. He then begins setting out his argument against divination by attempting to undermine it as a valueless practice through demonstrating that no field of knowledge or practice is in need, nor can benefit from divination.[footnoteRef:21] In placing such emphasis on practical application, he rejects the notion that, unlike the science of astronomy or the wisdom of statecraft, genuine divination aims to act as a kind of bridge between the human world and the divine.[footnoteRef:22] In doing so, Cicero misses the point that to the Stoics, science is one thing and divination another.[footnoteRef:23] Nicholas Denyer argues that this argument upholds the Stoic stance on divination because such criticisms judge it by the standards of natural science and therefore to attack divination successfully, it must be confronted on theological grounds.[footnoteRef:24] In book one, Quintus had hinted at a theological connection saying ‘the practice of divination is legitimate if and only if the gods exist’.[footnoteRef:25] In making this claim, Quintus strongly suggests that divination, in some important sense, ‘depends on’ the gods in a way that theoretical science or practical wisdom does not. [21:  Ibid. (2.10).]  [22:  Frank Cabrera, Evidence and Explanation in Cicero’s On Divination, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part A, Volume 82, August 2020, Pages 34-43]  [23:  Nicholas Denyer, The Case Against Divination: An Examination of Cicero’s De Divinatione, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, New Series, No. 31 (21) (1985), pp.1-10.]  [24:  Ibid. pp.1-10.]  [25:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W.A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923 (1.9).] 

Continuing to focus on the efficacy of divination, Cicero queries the merit of an augur or soothsayer if, in most situations, people would choose to turn to the knowledge of a physician, pilot or general for advice regarding whether a patient will recover from sickness, a ship will escape danger, or an army will avoid an ambush.[footnoteRef:26] He suggests it then follows that divination of ‘things that happen by chance’ is possible only of things which cannot be foreseen by means of skill or wisdom.[footnoteRef:27] This upholds the Stoic idea that divination is separate from science, as something in which the causal factor or ability to induce reason is absent. However, rather than concede a concurrent possibility of causal and chance events, Cicero argues that such chance events, if not a direct cause of some natural order, cannot therefore even be known by God.[footnoteRef:28] As such, it cannot be possible for this to be foretold or forewarned through divinatory practice. To deconstruct this argument, it is necessary to contemplate whether it is the case that humans only perceive certain events as chance because they have not yet determined the natural order or process that may precede such events, and/or whether there are certain events that will ever defy the knowledge of humans, hence a prospective need/mechanism for divination to assist and provide guidance regarding such circumstances. The question of whether the Gods can know chance events, without there being a natural preceding order for even them to comprehend, depends on the perceived mechanism of Fate and whether knowledge of the timeline of unfolding events provides such necessary information without a requirement for predetermined causality for all outcomes.
 [26:  Ibid. (2.13)]  [27: Ibid. (2.13)]  [28:  Ibid. (2.18)] 

Fate and Freewill

In the Stoic concept of the divine, all events are determined by Fate and thus are in principle predictable.[footnoteRef:29] Fate is a central notion anchoring the triad of fate, the gods and nature, with divination providing a mechanism through which caring gods may communicate regarding fateful events.[footnoteRef:30] In book one, Cicero discusses the Stoic belief in fate as a guiding force in human affairs, suggesting that events are predetermined and beyond human control. He writes,  [29:  Ibid. (1.125)]  [30:  Jörg Rüpke, Playing with the Gods: Materiality of Religious Communication and Ludic Materiality in Cicero’s Critique of Divination, Kernos, 35 | 2022, 45-59.] 

Reason compels us to admit that all things happen by fate, that is, an orderly succession of causes wherein cause is linked to cause and each cause of itself produces an effect.[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W.A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923 (1.125).] 

He also discusses the role of providence and destiny in shaping the course of human life, suggesting that there is a divine plan underlying the events of the universe, 
Nothing has happened which was not bound to happen and, likewise, nothing is going to happen which will not find in nature every efficient cause of its happening’.[footnoteRef:32]  [32:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W.A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923 (1.126). ] 

However, in book two, Cicero challenges this Stoic notion of Fate, claiming it ‘is full of superstition and old women’s credulity’.[footnoteRef:33] He questions the merit of divination if everything is ruled by Fate, meaning divination is not able to alter the outcome of such events, ‘For if nothing can come to pass except what has been determined, how can there be such a thing as chance’? He uses an example of the Roman army in the second Punic War, suggesting either they did not perish by the will of Fate or that it did, and that the same result would have happened even if the auspices had been obeyed as the decrees of Fate are unchangeable. This raises an important question regarding whether the gods are advising in a way that will ultimately bring about the Fate decreed, whether auspicious or not, which subsequently raises a deeper question regarding whether the gods are caring and benevolent (as the Stoics would have us believe), or whether it is in fact their job to maintain the order of Fate and the divine plan. As a possible precursor to the adage, ‘ignorance is bliss’, Cicero declares that he is sure that ‘ignorance of future ills is more profitable than knowledge of them’.  [33:  Ibid. (2.19)] 

He attempts to sum this argument up by saying, 
If it is impossible to foresee things that happen by chance because they are uncertain, there is no such thing as divination; if on the contrary, they can be foreseen because they are preordained by Fate, still there is no such thing as divination, because by definition, it deals with things that happen by chance’.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Ibid. (2.26)] 

This double-sided argument relies on the definition of divination and the interpretation of ‘chance’ and ‘fate’, which are somewhat red herrings in the discourse. For Cicero’s argument to hold weight, it would first need to be established whether chance events only seem that way to humans because they have either not sufficiently developed knowledge of any natural preceding order, or do not have knowledge of the divine plan, in which case it would still be feasible that the gods can know and impart of such things. Equally, even if events both predictable and chance were fated, divination can still be true as by definition it is the divine foretelling of future events. ‘Fate’ in this respect is somewhat of a misnomer, with the benefit of enquiry of future events a separate argument altogether.

The infallibility of signs

Moving on from his discourse around Fate and freewill, Cicero critiques the inconsistency and absurdity of the methods of divination and the signs and omens as illogical or fanciful. In book one, he had argued that divination may be rooted in natural phenomena and subtle influences that evade rational comprehension and that diviners had learnt to interpret such phenomena and draw conclusions. He stated that, ‘Divination makes us acquainted with the laws of nature; it enables us to comprehend that all things are bound together by mutual sympathy and friendship’.[footnoteRef:35] In acknowledging the presence of divine influence in natural phenomena, it was suggested that divination serves man beneficially as a means of interacting with this influence. He upheld that belief in divination can foster public confidence and contribute to social stability stating,  [35:  Ibid. (1.28)] 

The belief in divination is so deeply rooted in the minds of men and has been so firmly established by custom and tradition, that it cannot be lightly disregarded without danger to the state’.[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Ibid. (1.20) ] 

He acknowledges the pragmatic value of divination in certain contexts, particularly in matters of statecraft and governance and also suggests that augury was founded by Romulus, who believed in its power to foresee the future.[footnoteRef:37] However, while acknowledging such history and tradition, he argues that antiquity has erred in many matters and that the only reason the art of augury is maintained is out of deference to public opinion and because it is constitutionally useful.[footnoteRef:38] In this, he appears to be attempting to balance the adherence to traditional practices that provide a degree of comfort to society, with the need for awareness of not blindly following such traditions that they mislead or prove detrimental. [37:  Robert J. Goar, “The Purpose of De Divinatione,” Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, 99 (1968), 241–48 <https://doi.org/10.2307/2935842>]  [38:  Ibid. pp.241-48] 

In book one, Cicero had discussed various methods of divination, which included observation of celestial movements, the song and the flight of birds, and the consul of the oracles.[footnoteRef:39] He drew correlation between the type of divination used and the influence of the landscape or customary practices to establish such preferences. Therefore, the Egyptians and Babylonians, with their vast expanse of sky, were naturally drawn to astrology, and the cattle farmers of Arabia and Phrygia finding it easy to study the songs and flights of birds. In this, he ascribes a certain level of ‘technical expertise’ in diviners that he subsequently ignores when making later comparisons to learned physicians and generals. However, rather than as a slight to divination alone, he concedes that infallibility is present in all scenarios when meaningful guidance is sought stating,  [39:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W.A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923 (1.3). ] 

Those who prophesy by means of art and conjecture are oftentimes mistaken. I believe that, just as men may make mistakes in other callings, so they may in this’.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  Ibid. (1.124) ] 

This challenges the view of Quintus in book one, who argued that divination has proved so successful in the past that, despite the occasional mistake, we are justified in employing it for future inferential purposes. He argues that in the same way that humans, and even animals, have learned from experience that certain natural events foretell other, e.g., that swells in the sea foretell a storm, or that a tree’s blossoming indicates the time for ploughing, that divinatory knowledge is derived inductively from a similar manner of experience and has a similar scope of application.[footnoteRef:41] He argued,  [41:  Joseph G. Defilippo, Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination, Philodorema: Essays in Greek and Roman Philosophy in Honor of Phillip Mitsis, Parnassos Press (2022).] 

In every field of inquiry great length of time employed in continued observation begets an extraordinary fund of knowledge, since repeated observation makes it clear what effect follows any given cause, and what sign precedes any given event.’[footnoteRef:42]  [42:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W.A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923 (1.109). ] 

He also maintained that, 
These signs do not often deceive the persons who observe them properly. If prophecies, based on erroneous deductions and interpretations, turn out to be false, the fault is not chargeable to the signs but to the lack of skill in the interpreters.[footnoteRef:43]  [43:  Ibid. (1.118). ] 

This is a commonplace modern-day position applied to astrological prognostication. However, in book two, Cicero disagrees with this account of past divination success, which he suggests wholly misrepresents its reliability.[footnoteRef:44] He urges that, "We must approach the subject of divination with caution and circumspection, for it is beset with difficulties and uncertainties".[footnoteRef:45]   [44:  Frank Cabrera, Evidence and Explanation in Cicero’s On Divination, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part A, Volume 82, August 2020, Pages 34-43]  [45:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W.A. Falconer (ed. and trs.), Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, vol. XX, 1923 (1.1).] 

In these references to the likelihood of error and cognitive detriment, it appears he is aiming to defend the importance of human reason and agency in shaping one’s destiny and making moral decisions. By critiquing the passivity and superstition encouraged by divination, he is emphasising the importance of exercising one’s own judgement and taking responsibility for one’s actions, rather than relying on external signs or authorities. Perhaps there is a notion of personal accountability and ethics that he is attempting to instil in the readers of the book that he regards will support the future stability of the Republic.
Conclusion

Cicero's ‘On Divination’ provides a rich tapestry of arguments for and against belief in divination, reflecting the enduring debate surrounding this ancient practice. While divination holds cultural and historical significance, its validity remains contentious in the face of empirical scrutiny and logical critique. While Cicero engages in critical analysis and raises doubts about the reliability of divination, he also recognizes its enduring influence and pragmatic value in certain contexts. It has been suggested that the real purpose of De Divinatione was to eradicate belief in all forms of divination, to uphold true religion, sharply differentiated from superstition, and to insist that all the rites of Roman religion be maintained.[footnoteRef:46] The context in which Cicero wrote On Divination must surely have provided a strong motive for penning such philosophical discourse. Overall, Cicero adopts a cautious and circumspect approach to divination, emphasizing the need for critical inquiry and intellectual rigor in evaluating its validity. While he acknowledges the traditional significance of divination, he also highlights its potential pitfalls, including errors in interpretation and susceptibility to surrender of freewill. In combining philosophical disdain with political respect for divination, Cicero is being ‘neither an eccentric philosopher nor an irresponsible statesman’.[footnoteRef:47] In conclusion, Cicero's stance on divination can be characterized as one of cautious scepticism tempered with recognition of its pragmatic utility and cultural importance. He neither unequivocally embraces nor outright rejects divination but encourages a balanced and critical perspective that acknowledges its complexities and limitations. [46:  Robert J. Goar, The Purpose of De Divinatione, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, Vol. 99, (1968), pp.241-248.]  [47:  Joseph G. Defilippo, Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination, Philodorema: Essays in Greek and Roman Philosophy in Honor of Phillip Mitsis, Parnassos Press (2022).] 

As Cicero himself implores, let us approach the question of divination with intellectual rigor and critical inquiry, seeking truth amidst the shadows of uncertainty.
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