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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments Against Divination in De Divinatione.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Cicero, Marcus, T., De Divanatione, in Cicero On Old Age, On Friendship, On Divination, trans. by W.A. Falconer, (Cambridge Mass.; Harvard University Press, 1923), pp.222-539.] 


LOCATING THE TEXT 

Cicero, a lawyer, orator, statesman and writer of numerous previous works, composed De Divinatione during the period  45-44 BCE. Viewed as a supplement to his earlier work[footnoteRef:3], De Natura Deorum, which did not especially focus on divination, this later essay was, an opportunity for him to examine views for and against it.[footnoteRef:4] As Cicero revealed, it was to be followed by a work on fate. De Divinatione was also a text written by an official augur. Historically the context was one in which aspects of Greek culture, including philosophy, were  gaining the attention of  a section of the Roman elite.[footnoteRef:5] Beard credits Cicero with the first serious attempt in the ‘active integration between Greek philosophy and traditional Roman practice and thought’.[footnoteRef:6] Furthermore, according to Malcolm Schofield, he had an upper class Roman  audience receptive to such work given the significant interest in religious questions generally and divinity in particular.[footnoteRef:7]. Two philosophical approaches to divination are contrasted: that of the Stoics, and that of the “New Academy”, the school of thought with its historical origin in Plato’s Academy.  [3:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76 (1986), p. 34.]  [4:  Cicero, Divinatione, 1. 7, p. 231.]  [5:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’ p. 37.]  [6:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 36.]  [7:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76 (1986), p. 49.] 


TEXT SUMMARY 

The two Books of De Divinatione explore arguments for and against divination in the form of a dialogue between the characters of Cicero and his brother Quintus. Book 1 focusses on Quintus’ arguments in favour, while Book 2 deals with Cicero’s arguments against divination. Cicero introduces Book 1 by recognising the ancient and widespread belief in different forms of divination, including examples from Roman and other cultures, noting they were based more on perceived outcomes and less on reason.[footnoteRef:8] Thereafter, apart from a number of interjections from Cicero, Book 1 is then devoted to Quintus’ arguments and supporting examples, (including some of Cicero’s works), regarding the forms of divination he will defend, as ‘clear and manifest’.[footnoteRef:9] These divide into those resulting from natural sources, such as dreams and mental excitement and those which are artificial, requiring the intervention and interpretation of skilled people, although Quintus does eventually come to repudiate any form of artificial divination later in the dialogue.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Cicero, Divinatione, 1. 5, p. 227. ]  [9:  Cicero, Divinatione, 1. 10, p. 235.]  [10:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 100, p. 483.] 

Cicero opens Book 2 with a description of his previous works and their subject matter, including philosophy and theology, and a justification for his work that includes his ambition to establish a Roman independence from Greek writers regarding philosophy. Book 2 then focuses on Cicero’s responses to Quintus’ arguments covering artificial divination before turning to the natural forms. His concluding remarks stress that his main aim has been to eradicate harmful  superstition while upholding authentic religion[footnoteRef:11], along with  a commitment to the Academy’s principle of not proposing conclusions but rather to leave the reader to judge which conclusions appear closest to the truth.   [11:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 148, p. 537.] 


ANALYSIS 

Clarity and logical structure.

The dialogue’s overall structure is very clear with arguments in favour of divination in Book 1 and those against in Book 2. Cicero’s introduction to his arguments is logical and clear, addressing divination more generally before responding to Quintus’ specific arguments and examples which, in contrast, are more disorganised.[footnoteRef:12] Schofield’s observation that Book 2 is ‘framed by two non-committal Academic passages’ further supports this clear structure.[footnoteRef:13] Cicero’s opening clarifies three challenges; ruling out aspects of life within which divination is needed or reasonably argued for, highlighting logical problems inherent in Quintus’ definition of divination as ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’ and rejecting his syllogism regarding belief in gods and divination.[footnoteRef:14] As  Krostenko observes, structural clarity is further evident as he proceeds to examine the claims for the various artificial types of divination in turn before turning to natural divination.[footnoteRef:15] Structurally speaking, undermining the general basis for divination at the start prior to examining specific claims, leaves the reader more predisposed to subsequent specific arguments.  [12:  Brian A Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief: Rhetorical Form and Religious Symbol in Cicero’s de Divinatione’, Transactions of the American Philological Association, (1974-2014), Vol. 130 (2000), p. 370.]  [13:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 59.]  [14:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 19, p. 391.]  [15:  Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief’, p. 370.] 


Philosophical approaches.

The arguments regarding divination address various philosophical concepts including fate, prophesy and determinism. Despite resorting to instances of ridicule, assertion and outright refutation, Cicero’s general allegiance to the principles of the New Academy is evident throughout Book 2, reflecting  his pledge to respond to Quintus’ arguments  ‘in such a way as to affirm nothing and question everything’.[footnoteRef:16] This scepticism of the New Academy reflected a philosophy which questioned the certainty of knowledge and challenged Stoic influences behind Quintus’ arguments. Cicero clearly justified  ridicule and assertion as rhetorical tools to present the strongest possible argument against divination, following the principle ‘to draw forth all that may be said in behalf of any opinion’.[footnoteRef:17] Schofield is right to suggest that assertions can also be used to indicate ‘where the truth seems to lie’.[footnoteRef:18] In this sense they do not breach the above principle, and are presumably justified by Cicero in the light of what is at stake regarding the harm that superstition inflicts on the population.   [16:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 8, p. 379.]  [17:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 150, p. 539.]  [18:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 59.] 

To describe Cicero’s philosophical approach as that of the Academy, would be only partly correct as he does not apply the scepticism regarding certainty about knowledge to the traditions and stability of Roman society. He defends the beliefs and behaviour of the wider society regarding divination of auspices on the grounds of expediency, conceding that ‘out of respect for the opinion of the masses and because of the great service to the State we maintain the augural practices’,[footnoteRef:19] which, as Krostenko observes, is reminiscent of the “noble lie” in Plato’s Republic.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 70, p. 451.]  [20:  Krostenko, ‘Beyond (Dis)belief’, p. 377.] 



Sources.

Quintus’ case for divination rests heavily on numerous anecdotal events and records from Greek and Roman sources (including examples of poetry written by Cicero) and leading Stoics such as Chrysippus, Diogenes and Antipater.[footnoteRef:21] These examples are addressed by Cicero to argue against the plausibility of their conclusions. Although drawn from different cultures, a significant number are from Roman tradition, which seems a deliberate strategy to engage the interest of Cicero’s intended audience. Significantly he even uses arguments of a Stoic philosopher, Panaetius, to support his rejection of astrological divination. Both Quintus and Cicero rely heavily on sources that are poetic and  polemical, but the fact that many original sources are lost or in fragments makes an assessment of them difficult.[footnoteRef:22]  [21:  Cicero, Divinatione, 1. 6, p. 485.]  [22:  David Wardle, Cicero: On Divination, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), p. 28.] 

Regarding the sources Cicero draws on for the overall strategy of  his arguments against divination, the sceptical style of the New Academy has  been noted and within this the influence of Carneades, founder of this Academy, is evident.[footnoteRef:23]  Despite the absence of any writings, Carneades is considered to be instrumental in the adoption of a more mitigated form of scepticism than that of preceding Academies,[footnoteRef:24] which is reflected in Cicero’s  claim to suspend judgement at the dialogue’s close.    [23:   Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 9, p. 379.]  [24:  https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/carneades/ [2/6/20]] 


Evidence: Reason versus Anecdote.

In contrast to Quintus’ arguments that rely overly on examples of occurrences (fictional or actual), Cicero’s stated strategy is to stress the use of reason and logic to argue against divination, demanding explanation and cause, privileging ‘why’ rather than accounts of  occurrences which emphasise ‘what’, as the Stoics do.[footnoteRef:25] This is described by Schofield as a contrast between Cicero’s adopted style of ‘cross examination’ and the ‘anecdotal’ style of Quintus.[footnoteRef:26]. Whilst it may lend itself to exposing irrationality in Quintus’ examples, it does not consistently demonstrate the superiority of ‘why’ over ‘what’ as Quintus’ example of the magnet demonstrates.[footnoteRef:27] The force of attraction is a brute fact that is hardly diminished by not knowing the cause. So too with divination, claims Quintus.   [25:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 51]  [26:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 51.]  [27:  Cicero, Divinatione, 1. 86, pp. 317-9.] 

A response to Quintus’ syllogism defending divination[footnoteRef:28] represents another logical argument, aimed at breaking the interdependence of the belief in gods and divination. Cicero argues that gods can exist without assuming they have provided men with divinatory powers and that natural events alone could provide signs of the future.[footnoteRef:29] The argument’s impact, however, is blunted as Quintus’ syllogism rests on inferences derived from numerous examples, not on abstract reasoning or logic. Cicero offers alternative assumptions without demonstrating a fundamental  weakness in Quintus’ position. He does, however, return to this syllogism later stressing his support for religion by arguing that denying divination does not deny the gods’ existence, emphatically asserting, ‘we must hold on to the gods’.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  Cicero, Divinatione, 1. 10, pp. 233-5. and 11. 41, pp. 415-7.]  [29:  Cicero, Divinatione, 1. 10, p. 235.]  [30:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 41, p. 417.] 


Use of rhetorical style.

As a renowned orator and lawyer, Cicero was adept at such a style, described by Aristotle as ‘the faculty of observing in any given case the available means of persuasion’.[footnoteRef:31] His use of ridicule illustrates this faculty effectively. When responding to an historical claim of mice gnawing at shields as a portent, he asks whether he should worry about the Roman republic if he found mice gnawing at his copy of Plato’s Republic.[footnoteRef:32] Another example is his response to the story about Tages being ploughed up from the ground. Cicero retorts ‘Who in the world is stupid enough to believe that anybody ever ploughed up … a god or a man?’; a rhetorical question in at least two senses.[footnoteRef:33] Beard lists more such rhetorical examples.[footnoteRef:34] Such ridicule is, at least superficially, effective in undermining the credibility of Quintus’ examples. [31:  Aristotle, Rhetoric, trans. by W. Rhys Roberts (Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 2004), p. 6.]  [32:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 59, p. 437.]  [33:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 51, p. 429.]  [34:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’, p. 33.] 

It is plausible that Cicero viewed this text as an ideal opportunity to showcase his rhetorical skills,[footnoteRef:35] yet this reliance on rhetoric comes at the cost of diminishing the effectiveness of a more forensic questioning of Quintus’ claims. Goar supports this view, as he  remarks that Cicero’s approach seems ‘as polemical as it is Academic’ and that ‘Cicero may be aiming to discredit divination, rather than merely to question his opponents certainties’.[footnoteRef:36] Even when making an ostensibly logical argument against divination by pointing to the lack of consistent universal augury interpretations in different countries, this is not immune to a reasonable reply; as Flower points out, ‘one could make the counterassertion that gods communicate to different peoples in different ways’.[footnoteRef:37] This is not illogical, bearing in mind different cultures may have distinct traditions and world views. [35:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 47.]  [36:  Goar, ‘The Purpose’, p. 242.]  [37:  Michael A., Flower, ‘The Seer in Ancient Greece’, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), p. 113.] 


Strengths and Weaknesses.

Given the dialectical nature of this text, identifying the strengths and weaknesses of Cicero’s arguments is not straightforward. Additional to the specific arguments he uses against divination there is an overarching argument to consider. Structurally, his systematic presentation of arguments against divination is a strength, together with his attempt to respond  to all of Quintus’ arguments. Some of Cicero’s arguments are stronger than others. His delimiting of any legitimate scope for divination by proposing naturalistic causes[footnoteRef:38] is such a case, prompting  Struck’s astute observation that predictions based on such signs ‘make one look a lot like an empirical natural scientist of some sort, rather than a diviner’.[footnoteRef:39] Another case is Cicero’s argument against Quintus’ definition of divination as ‘foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’.[footnoteRef:40] Cicero claims that if chance exists, not even God could foresee such an event, and if God did foresee it, the event would be certain and not subject to chance.[footnoteRef:41] The underlying assumption that chance is inconsistent with laws of nature is a strong argument, yet  his related argument denying any advantage to divination if everything is determined by fate[footnoteRef:42] is weakened by ignoring actions people could do to prepare for the inevitable.[footnoteRef:43]    [38:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 33, pp. 405-407.]  [39:  Peter Struck, Divination and Human Nature, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), p. 242.]  [40:  Cicero, Divinatione, 1. 9, p.233.]  [41:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 18, p.389.]  [42:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 20, p. 391.]  [43:  Nicholas Denyer, ‘The Case Against Divination’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, New Series, No. 31 (211), (1965), p. 2.] 

Taken together Cicero’s arguments have the effect of questioning and discrediting Quintus’ claims, but despite any internal logic they fail to emphatically demonstrate their falseness . They do, at the very least, have the merit of reflecting the Academy’s philosophy regarding the lack of certainty in knowledge, supporting Cicero’s larger aim of upholding this philosophy. Schofield’s view of  Cicero as ‘distrusting the power of reason to decide any issue for certain’ is therefore reasonable.[footnoteRef:44]  [44:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against’, p. 56.] 



CONCLUSION.

A critique of Cicero’s arguments against divination should consider at what level they are to be examined, whether individually or as a whole. Individually, they counter each of Quintus’ claims within a very clear structure. Use of rhetorical style adds a persuasive force but does not completely overcome the difficulties of decisive logical rebuttals of specific claims. This does not mean Cicero lacked forceful arguments, as the examples quoted above show.
A critique of Cicero’s overall argument needs to consider his general aim. The dialectic style succeeds regarding his intention of comparing ‘argument with argument’.[footnoteRef:45] Despite his forceful declaration near the dialogue’s end, the achievement of his ‘chief aim’ of rooting out superstition while defending ‘true religion’, would be more evident had he developed further his view of ‘true religion’ in addition to references to ancient Roman rites.[footnoteRef:46] Finally, with respect to Cicero’s claim to suspend judgement, Goar is correct to highlight the very strong emphasis Cicero places on the harmfulness of divination as superstition in his concluding remarks, which should urge caution in taking this claim at face value.[footnoteRef:47]  [45:  Cicero, Divinatione, 1. 7, p. 231.]  [46:  Cicero, Divinatione, 11. 148,149, p. 537.]  [47:  Goar, ‘The Purpose’, p. 247.] 
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