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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione
Word Count: approximately 3087 (not including footnotes)
This essay critically reviews De Divination, Books I and II, written by Roman politician, lawyer, orator and philosopher Marcus Cicero (106 BCE – 43 BCE).
 Written approximately 45 BCE, De Divinatione (On Divination) examines the subject of divination through competing Greek-founded philosophical schools of thought. Divination was an essential element of Greek theology and daily life; most believed that the gods had concern for humankind, and divination was a method by way in which humankind could receive messages from the gods.
 The Stoics were the greatest champions of this idea while the New Academy and took a sceptical approach.
 Although Cicero is Roman, historical records indicate that when the Romans invaded Greece during the Hellenistic period, they decided to learn from the Greeks rather than destroy their culture; resulting in the integration of Greek culture into Roman society, permeating even at the highest level of the Roman elite,
 including Cicero himself, who was a Stoic.

De Divinatione is divided into Books I and II to present the two opposing views of Stoics and the New Academy. They are written in dialogue format, resembling debates in Greece.
 This style of presenting information allows the readers to clearly distinguish between different or opposing points of view. The book is narrated by Marcus, but the debate is between he and his brother Quintus, with Quintus presenting his arguments in favour of divination in Book I, and Marcus presenting his arguments against divination in Book II. The dialogue format in this book should not be mistaken as a written record of a conversation that took place between Cicero and his brother, nor should it be assumed that the views presented in the dialogue are their personal views, even if the dialogue characters bare a close resemblance to real life figures; rather, Quintus and Marcus are characterizations of a specific point of view.
 For the purpose of distinguishing Cicero the writer of De Divinatione from his dialogue character, ‘Cicero’ will be used to refer to the writer of this book while ‘Marcus’ will be used to refer to the dialogue character. De Divinatione was intended to be part two of a three-part series on theology with the completed De Natura Deorum (On the Nature of God) being part one, and the unfinished De Fato (On Fate) as part three.
 De Divinatione is viewed to be particularly controversial given the strength of its argument against divination, contrasting Cicero’s own position as an augur for the Senate and the works he had created years prior in support of divination.
 While there is some evidence that he was attempting to create a brand of Roman philosophy using the philosophical principles of the New Academy of whom he was a member of,
 there is equally compelling evidence to indicate that it serves a political purpose.
 
In the centuries leading up to the publishing of De Divinatione, the Roman Republic would have witnessed an increased integration of foreign culture into their own. While some of these influences were more readily accepted after a period of suspicion by the Roman Republic, such as Greek philosophy, which could have been introduced into Roman culture as early as 4th century BCE but only increased in popularity in 2nd century BCE,
 other influences, such as astrology, were seen as a threat.
 The Roman Republic was ruled by a Senate that employed the use of State sanctioned diviners to affirm political decisions, relaying a message to the masses that these decisions were decreed by divine will.
 But the import of astrology from Babylon to Greece, and eventually to Rome created a situation that would threaten the Senate’s narrative of divine authority.
 Astrology allowed for personal horoscopes to be produced, which could in turn be used to support an individual’s ambition to challenge status quo by reason of fate. Due to the accessibility of astrology, civil unrest could be triggered at any level of political hierarchy in society; from Athenio, a Sicilian slave overseer who eventually became the leader of a slave revolt to generals and aristocratic leaders that used astrology to support their endeavours to take over Rome.
 The association astrology had with lower classes and foreign political power provoked attempts to expel astrologers from Roman ruled regions as early as 139 BCE.
 It wasn’t until it gained the favour of the Greeks, whose culture the Roman elite had high regard for, that its status began to rise.
 Amongst the Greeks, it was Cicero’s own teacher, Posidonius, who was credited for bringing astrology to the Roman elite.
 As a state sanctioned augur and supporter of the Roman Republic, Cicero was likely to have vested interest in divination as it relates to politics, and used philosophy to express his views.

The introduction in Book I conveys Cicero’s attempt to present a neutral argument. The subject of divination is introduced through Marcus’s acknowledgment of the vital role it plays in society, and in particular, the formation and continued lineage of Roman political power through its use of divination in political decisions.
 He recognizes that even though divination has widespread acceptance in Roman culture through the integration of the Greek founded Stoic philosophy, the usage and even belief in the existence of divination do not go unchallenged. There were sceptics amongst the believers; from individuals who only believed in certain types of divination to whole philosophical lineages that question or reject divination all together, such as the New Academy, headed by Carneades, and the Epicureans, headed by Epicurus.
 Marcus shares his own doubt towards divination and shows his admiration towards the New Academy’s philosophical approach to question everything and suspend all conclusions until facts and reasoning from all sides have been presented.
 The demonstration of objectivity could have at least two purposes: 1) to Romanize philosophy for the Roman population using the New Academy style he admired; and or 2) to conceal his own bias as he attempts sway his readers towards a particular conclusion. It is only at the close of the introduction where Cicero, through Marcus, hints at his discomfort with the use of divination in politics and reveals that the purpose of writing this book is to determine how much weight should be given to divinatory practices to achieve the balance of being able to maintain their religious rites without losing their culture to superstitious practices. Although seemingly benign, it implies a greater purpose to this book to be written than just to present a thought exercise.
If it was not obvious in Marcus’s introduction, then it becomes explicit from the onset of Quintus’ dialogue, that the examination of divination will mainly focus on Stoic doctrine. De Divinatione does not disclose the reason Cicero selected the Stoics to be the voice that argues in favour of divination, especially when there is evidence to show divination was not only practised by the Stoics, but it was possible that Cicero wanted to address individuals whom he would consider to be his peers.
 A potential motivation for doing so was because the Stoics were a reputable philosophical school of thought and if Cicero was using a dialogue to compare arguments fairly, he would have had to use an intellectual match for the New Academy. In De Natura Deorum, Cicero also uses a dialogue form with characters of equal standing.
 It signals to the reader that each argument should be weighed equally. He would not be able to, for example, achieve the same effect by sourcing a Chaldean, per by Cicero's definition, to voice the argument in support of divination because they didn't have the same social standing as the Stoics in Rome, and could present a conflict of interest if Cicero is attempting to convince the Stoics against superstitious practices.
 The other potential motivation for using the Stoics is to use the New Academy's style of argument to voice his disapproval for the perceived negative influence the Stoics have had on Roman culture, for example, Posidonius' role in advocating for astrology. In any case, the choice to select Quintus as the voice to represent Stoics would imply his respect for the Stoics even if he may be trying to distance himself from the superstitious aspects of their political or philosophical ideas.

Quintus, being the one to begin the dialogue sets the parameters in which the debate will take place, defining divination as ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’.
  The definition is somewhat curious as the traditional concept of Stoicism did not appear to accommodate for chance as it is defined in Books I and II, and there are no references or citations in De Divinatione to clarify whether this was a definition produced or agreed upon by Stoics, or whether this was Cicero’s characterization of his own Stoic beliefs. Cicero is shown to provide credit to certain ideas, but it is unknown how consistently he does this. Here, the dialogue format for presenting ideas become powerful because it can give the illusion that an actual person has said something without it actually being side in real life. Without additional context within De Divinatione, the reader would need to be well aware of the social context to know if Cicero misappropriated what the Stoics believed divination to be. What historical evidence can provide, is that Stoicism descended from Plato’s belief that the divine and the material world operated as a single organism, where one can affect the other.
 Each material item was linked to a god, and the gods could be manipulated to make changes.
 God, was the personification of logic, or reason, that controlled the events of the universe, resulting in fate.
 As Quintus explains on fate:
Things which are to be do not suddenly spring into existence, but the evolution of time is like the unwinding of a cable: it creates nothing new and only unfolds each event in its order.

Although Plato believed that all events occur under divine will, he acknowledges in Laws, according to Robert Goar, that chance and opportunity can also occur under divine will.
 Per Plato, ‘Chance and Occasion co-operate with God in the control of all human affairs’.
 Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, incorporate Platonic notions of the divine operation, but appears more closely aligned with the notion of predetermination, resembling Quintus’ allegory on fate.
 In response to their perceived lack of free will, they adopted a practice of self-discipline, leading a virtuous life, and avoiding all pleasure.
 The goal was not to remediate their external circumstances, but to achieve harmony with nature.
 It would appear that the traditional views and practices of Stoicism contradicts Quintus’ definition of divination, as Marcus points out later on.
 Of course, it is entirely possible for chance to be part of Stoic cosmology, but it is unclear if Cicero's framing of the definition accurately captures what they think of chance. Since we know Cicero authored Quintus' dialogue, the contradiction between the Stoic definition and belief could either demonstrate Cicero's own intellectual bias against divination, clever manipulation of language for him to form his argument against divination in Book II, or an actual logical inconsistency within Stoic beliefs. If Cicero had a source in mind, he did not name them.
The reason Quintus gives for the existence of divination can be condensed to the following: the long and observed connection between signs and events prove there is divination, and if there is divination, there are gods; since there are gods there must also be divination because gods are benefactors to humankind, and humankind can be benefitted from having access to the foretelling of future events.
 However, the main argument is not by process of logical reason and theory. It is through the (perceived) hard evidence history can provide on its existence, which he provides examples of, throughout his argument. He explains that the long-observed connection between the appearance of signs and the subsequent events that take place are proof that divination exist.
 His strategy is to appeal to the reader’s emotional sensibilities by evoking a sense of wonder with the chaotic scattering of examples that aim to demonstrate beyond reasonable doubt of synchronous events that are a product of divine communication.
 To legitimize his stance, he also appeals to the reader’s sense of security in their traditions by referencing reputable philosophers and figures in Roman history that have endorsed divination, question if the reader could believe Epicurus over Plato
 He admits to being unable to provide an answer to Carneades’ line of questioning on how or why it works, but believes the hard evidence should be enough to satisfy any sceptic. At the conclusion of his dialogue, Quintus makes an abrupt disclaimer that he does not support superstition or fortune telling.

While Book I strives to convince readers of Cicero's objectivity, Book II relays its higher purpose. The purpose of this book is to lead others to preserve the Roman cultural and political standard and create more works for readers that have provided a positive response to his other philosophical works that incorporate Roman culture.
 Taking Quintus' arguments from Book I, Marcus begins to examine each one in Book II. Marcus' style of argument is distinctly different from Quintus’. Rather than providing a uniquely anti-divination point of view, he applies the New Academic tactic of asking ‘why’ to each of Quintus’ arguments to tease out any inconsistencies and logical fallacies and using the principles of Epicurean scepticism.
 Using Quintus’ definition of divination from Book I, Marcus criticizes the argument that fate and chance can coexist all at once. He argues that if fate exists, then chance cannot exist, since fate is predetermined.
 If the events in life are predetermined, then the foreknowing only serves to psychologically harm the individual that are fated to experience pain and misfortune since no amount of foreknowing of the future can change its outcome.
 He tries to debunk the connection between signs and events, for example questioning why there would be a connection between entrails and one's fortune.
 The collective argument builds up to a natural conclusion that there are Gods, but there is no divination, therefore, divination cannot be used for the purpose of foretelling the future.
 However, since there can still be gods without divination, State sanctioned religious rites that involve divination should still be used, and anyone who disobeys is deserving of punishment.
 The message of banishing superstition while maintaining religious practices was likely what Cicero wanted to achieve and reinforces this by adding Quintus' agreement in Book II that the Stoics have been too supportive of superstitious behaviour.
 

In review of Books I and II, there is adequate evidence to support the notion that De Divination was a philosophical endeavour and Cicero was attempting to create a brand of Roman philosophy by marrying Greek philosophical form with Roman culture and concerns.
 When forming the dialogue for each argument, he takes into account of the distinct style and arguments that would be presented by the Stoics and the New Academics, skilfully demonstrating his familiarity around each school of philosophy.
 The arguments are almost an inverse of one another; the Stoics with not much use of logical reasoning are able to make a case for the existence of divination with their supposed examples of synchronous events while the New Academy are able to apply logic that allegedly destroys Stoic arguments but are unable to provide proof that there’s a lack of connection between the sign and event (the inability to see evidence does not necessarily equate an absence of it). Marcus’ use of ridicule has been considered a sign of Cicero’s personal rejection of divination, but if his intent were to truly reject it, it would be unlikely for him, a supporter of Roman culture, to interject examples from Roman history and culture nor have Marcus praise Quintus for doing so.
 Cicero’s earlier writings demonstrate no signs of scepticism,
 so this particular style of exploring divination was likely inspired by the emerging popularity of Epicureanism.
 From a modern Western perspective that places more value on logic and science, it might seem at first glance that the New Academy and Epicurean arguments are stronger because it is similar to how the world is viewed today, however, in the Hellenistic period where the Platonic way of thinking is more pervasive, despite the growing popularity of Epicurean philosophy, it is possible that the readers may not be as readily convinced of the arguments against divination as modern Western people may be today.
 

There is also compelling evidence for De Divinatione to be written for political reasons. While the purpose of the dialogue was for Quintus and Marcus to express the arguments of each philosophical camp, they shared a disapproval for superstition. Superstition likely referred to the use of astrology and it was targeted because of its ability to cause dissent in the Roman Republic.
 With the exception of astrology, most other modes of divination covered in Books I and II are integrated into Roman religion and have used by the Senate to uphold political decisions, which meant it would not conflict with religion. De Divinatione was also accessible to anyone who could read Latin. The book is not only written in Latin, but Latin rhetoric, which allowed for its ideas to be understood without knowing or understanding Greek or Greek philosophy.
 The emphasis on Roman oriented material could also be created for the purpose of allowing Romans to enjoy philosophy while preventing them from being overly influenced by Greek ideas which can conflict with their own. De Divination is also easy to understand in comparison to De Natura Deorum, which contained technically accurate doctrines of each philosophical school, and De Fato, which was more philosophically dense and contained more metaphysical subjects.
 Its readability meant that it could reach a wide audience (among the elite literate) to spread its message of upholding the values of the Roman Republic. De Divinatione was not meant for the general masses who could be influenced into disobeying State sanctioned divination.


In conclusion, De Divinatione was written for the purpose of instilling pride in the Roman Republic. It serves a dual function in making philosophy more accessible to Romans while instilling Roman cultural values to prevent the destabilizing influence of foreign culture on the Roman Republic. The conclusion of Book II is intentionally left open ended where Marcus specifies that the role of this book is to present the two sides for readers to make up their own mind.
 But it would seem that the reader can draw their own conclusions as long as it does not involve the support of superstitions.
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