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A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione

Cicero’s De Divinatione (translated On Divination by Falconer, and how the work will be referenced throughout the rest of this review) is a detailed dialogue of the philosophical arguments for and against divination. The work consists of two books, the first giving arguments for the practice of divination and the second providing arguments against it. This review will examine the context of the work, including the author, the reasons for writing the work, and the author’s potential views on the subject. It will also examine the arguments made for and against divination, with a focus on the latter to see if these arguments can be considered a valid refutation of the subject.
The author of On Divination is Marcus Tullius Cicero who lived from 106 to 43 BC.
  Cicero was a Roman statesman and orator who wrote many works on philosophy and politics.
  Cicero wrote his book On Divination around 45 to 44 BC
 during the transition from the old Roman Republic to the dictatorial rule of Julius Caesar.

There are at least two reasons for why Cicero wrote this work.  First, this was a very common topic of discussion and writing during the late Roman Republic.
  Schofield notes the numerous works on the various arts of divination from the same era, including works on augury, astrology, and the religious context of divination in general.
  The reason for the numerous works relating to the issue may be due to the upper-class of Rome reflecting on their beliefs about religion and its role within society.
 If this is the case, then naturally divination, its uses, and authenticity would come into question as well, since for many divination is seen as a part of the religious realm.
 A second reason for Cicero’s composition was to expand the thought of the topic of divination that was brought up in his previous work de Natura Deorum (ND).
  Within this work, Cicero only touched on the subject and, knowing that a Stoic would insist that the discussion should be given more detail and insight, decided to present a full discourse on the topic.
 In doing so, Cicero would attempt to satisfy those who thought he had not done enough to within ND on the discussion of divination.
There have been several attempts to determine if the views expressed in Book II of On Divination, the arguments against the practice, are those of Cicero himself or just the philosophical arguments of the day. If this portion of the work does indeed give the reader the true beliefs of Cicero regarding the reality of divination, then there seems to be a contradiction within his earlier works.  Robert Goar states in an earlier work titled De legibus, that Cicero gives a very positive view of the Roman religion.
 Goar states that Cicero “affirms every aspect of the state cult, and even defends augury as a true art of divination.”
  However in Book II of On Divination, he is seen ridiculing and questioning the logic behind the reality of divination to the point that one could conclude that he really does not believe in this practice at all.
 A traditional view sprang forth, that likely came through a modern Christian lens of interpretation, stating that Cicero the author supported the views of Marcus the character within Book II.
  However, much work has been done to argue against this traditional view.  Mary Beard gives several reasons for why one cannot state Cicero’s true views on the subject either way.  First, to use terms such as “belief” and “disbelief” as viewed within their modern definitions would be inappropriate in analysing traditional Roman religion during the time of Cicero.
  Placing contemporary definitions on ancient sources, especially when these definitions may not be completely accurate of the thoughts of the earlier times, would be a logical fallacy.  Second, she states that Cicero did not write Book II as a lone composition rather it was accompanied by Book I which brought forth many arguments for the use of divination.
  Beard states that to fully understand what Cicero is tyring to convey, the reader must read the whole of the work (Books I and II).
 By doing so, one sees that both sides of the argument are presented and, most importantly, no real conclusion as to which view is correct is ever truly given.
  This is because Cicero was writing within the traditions of the Academic school of philosophy, which does not openly and fully endorse any one view of a matter but leaves it up to the reader to determine which argument is best within a work.
 According to Schofield, Cicero was clearly entertaining both points of view and comparing these arguments instead of being sceptical in the modern sense of the term.
 He continues by stating that Cicero “saw much force in the case for divination as well as the case against it.”
 If he did not write from a conviction that there was a true intellectual issue on the topic of divination, then why would he have written the work showcasing both sides of the argument?
 Finally, Beard states that the reader is warned by Cicero in the previous work ND to not attempt a determination of his true views on any subject that he presents.
 She further states that no added weight to the arguments is gained simply because they are spoken by the author as a character within his own work.
  Goar, who puts forth an argument in favour of Book II being Cicero’s real views of divination
, contradicts this claim earlier in his argument when he states that for Cicero to “build a strong, consistent case against divination” he “is ready to go so far as hint that his own use of haruspicine (reading of entrails), in a time of crisis, was undertaken for reasons of political expediency, and had nothing to do with belief.”
 Cicero’s willingness for ambiguity on his beliefs and even willing to attack previous actions associated with divination make it hard to claim that these are his real views within this work. Schofield continues this thought by adding that Cicero “raises the issue of his own beliefs, admittedly teasingly, to discourage us from curiosity about them.”
 Based on this reasoning, one cannot simply deduce that Cicero did not believe in the reality of divination because he argued so fiercely against it to show a different side of the argument. Instead, Cicero sought to bring up both sides of the argument and, in so doing, set aside his personal opinions of the matter and tries to keep the readers curiosity of these to a minimum.
Before addressing the arguments within On Divination, the style of composition needs to be examined to fully understand the arguments presented.  Cicero wrote this philosophical work using a dialogue format that has his brother Quintus and himself as characters discussing the issue of divination.
  Quintus is given the task of arguing for the existence of divination throughout Book I, while Marcus is to oppose these arguments within Book II.
  Both characters are placed in a private setting which, according to Schofield, gives them the freedom to discuss these matters openly and to question things that cannot be questioned within the public.
 This setting gives Cicero, the author, more freedom to present the cases for and against divination without having to build as much on philosophic discourse.

In Book I, Quintus gives his arguments in favour of divination. Quintus gives a definition of divination as “the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance”
 before beginning his dialogue in favour of the practice. This definition is important, as will be seen in the rebuttal to Quintus’ arguments later in the paper. He begins his discussion by stating that nothing new or original will be presented in his case, because his arguments have the qualification of being ancient and historically justified.
 He also quickly states the existence of two types of divination, one as an art and the other as natural.
 Cabrera states these two classes as involving technique and involving nature.
  Divination through technique includes astrology, augury, entrails, and the like, and require training to understand the meanings behind the signs presented.
  While natural divination comes about through dreams or states of frenzy, which do not require expertise due to the straightforwardness of the signs
, although it can be argued that some dreams do need to be interpreted and therefore training may need to be employed to do so correctly.
A key part of Quintus’ argument is the notion that it is unnecessary to know how divinatory acts work, but rather to bask in the results divination has given throughout the years.
 At this point Quintus begins to give many different examples of the successes of divination throughout history.  Schofield states that the “underlying philosophical thought” is that this is a “messy welter of allegedly divinatory experiences which gives the best chance of persuading someone of the case for divination.”
 Quintus gives the reason for this overabundance of examples by quoting Cratippus as stating that even though error may be found within a diviner, if just one event that was divined comes true in a way that excludes chance, then divination must exist.
  With this statement, Quintus is hoping that through the numerous examples provided that the reader will render at least one of them to be so amazing and improbable to happen by chance that it will cause the reader to confirm the existence of divination.
  This argument is primarily empirical, and Quintus believes the evidence for the correlations between what was predicted based on signs and what happened are undeniable.
 While it may not be perfect, the correlations are considered strong enough to be used to make predictions.

In arguing his case in defence of divination, Cabrera states that Quintus makes two logically distinct argument forms.
 The first is considered “enumerative induction” and states that because most F’s are G’s, and a is an F, then a is probably a G.
  Basically, if two things are almost always the same and there appears something at is like one of them, then in all probability it is like the other as well.  However, Quintus does leave room for error within what is divined due to the limitations of human cognition.
 The second argument of Quintus is that of “inference to the best explanation (IBE).”
  This is an inference method that reasons something is true due to the lack of a better explanation to the facts.
  This is the main argument Quintus is making within his discourse.  If something is divined and then it comes to pass, and there are no other reasons that explain the event, then the explanation that divination is true must suffice.  It is here that he does not need, nor care to have, a reason or cause for why these events occur, but just takes note that they do occur.  This was particularly interesting in his discussion of a magnet; that he did not need to know why or how the magnet attracts iron, just that it does and the fact that it does is evidence enough to know that it is true.
 This is probably one of his most persuasive arguments in the whole discourse.  Just because one cannot explain something does not mean it does not happen. The overall argument of Quintus is based on Stoic principles of one can know that something occurs without knowing the why.
  Quintus does state a reason for why divination is possible, however, by attributing the act to the work of the gods.
  The gods become the primary factor of why divination occurs and how it is brought to the knowledge of humanity.  And since the gods exist, according to Quintus, divination must also exist.

In Book II, Marcus gives his rebuttal to the arguments presented by Quintus in favour of divination. One of Marcus’ first arguments is based on Quintus’ definition of divination which states that it is the “foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance.”
 Marcus states that divination is conjecture and asks how can anything that is by chance be predicted, as it is not known whether it will happen or not.
  Marcus argues that things that have no cause or distinguishing mark of coming are impossible to predict.
  He then furthers the argument that if an event is certain to occur it is not of chance, and if it is of chance then there can be no foreknowledge of the upcoming event in the first place.
 Marcus also claims that Quintus is inconsistent with his definition of divination by stating that everything is controlled by Fate.
 He then begins to argue that if Fate controls all things then there can be no divination due to Fate being unchangeable and being forewarned of such things would be pointless since there can be no change in the outcome of the event in question.
 By making these arguments it appears that he has cut Quintus’ argument for divination apart in either direction based on the definition given by Quintus.
Another argument made by Marcus is called by Cabrera the “strategy of alternative explanations.”
 With this strategy, Marcus is attempting to defeat the abundance of examples for divination given by Quintus by offering alternative explanations for the cause of some of these events.
 He is hoping to provide explanations that are, at the very least, as good as the explanation of divination and thereby showing that divination is not the only logical conclusion.
 These events are appealing to “mundane natural causes rather than divine forewarning.”
 Within his arguments Marcus seems to prefer these explanations over the idea of divination, suggesting that they are better and not simply just as good an explanation.
 The reason for this preference is based on the probability of these natural explanations as being greater than that of divination.
 This fits into Quintus’ argument style of IBE since it states that features of explanations, such as simplicity or being fit with background knowledge, should be reflected in the probability of the explanation.
 So, Marcus is using Quintus’ own argument against him by stating that there are other, and better, explanations for the cause of these events besides relying on the concept of divination. The argument continues in that even if a correlation could be made between the sign and the event that occurred, the probability of it being a cause of this would be low due to the reliance upon the gods being involved.
 Marcus does not try to deny the presence of the Roman pantheon, but instead states that it is against their nature to interfere or even care about what happens to humanity, therefore they do not give these warnings and divination does not occur.

Marcus also employs a “causal-nomological argument” in which he denies that there is any type of connection between the sign and the event that was divined because of it.
 He claims that there must be some type of universal necessary interconnection between two events for the correlation to be true.
 Again, Marcus denies the idea that the gods would lower themselves to become involved with the problems of humanity, nor would they do so with methods that were so vague and undignified.

In examining the arguments Marcus makes against divination, these arguments seem to fall rather short of proof that it does not occur.  His point that Fate is sealed and cannot be changed therefore divination is pointless is flawed. Nicolas Denyer rebuts this argument by stating that if humans know what will occur then they can use this “knowledge to plan their actions accordingly, to take advantage of the good or to mitigate the effects of the bad.”
 The fact that the information is unalterable makes it a highly reliable guide of what to do.
 The concept of free will being within a fated universe is not reliant upon whether or not divination occurs.
 Instead, divination, to the Stoic, is the revealing of knowledge by a god or gods and this is done through communicating what is going to happen to humanity.
 Marcus relies too much on the assumption that the gods do not intervene in earthly affairs in a variety of ways.
  This also shatters his argument about the need for a connection between the sign and the divined event, which Quintus and the Stoics give as the actions of the gods.
 Since a connection was provided by Quintus within his argument, all Marcus can say is that this is not how the gods behave and through that means breaks the connection given and then asks for some type of connection to be shown him.  This is circular reasoning since a connection was given but he refused to accept it. As Cabrera states, “Ultimately, this makes the critique of divination much more webbed to philosophical or theological assumptions than commentators, both contemporary and historical, have appreciated.”
 Because these are theological questions and responses, there is no way to prove either side correct or incorrect. Marcus’ attempts to discredit divination failed because his arguments do not fully answer or approach the arguments presented by Quintus in a complete manner.  The Stoic is fine with the idea of some predictions failing (since human error in understanding can be accounted for).
 The Stoic has a strong argument that if a successful prediction occurs that it needs to be explained in some manner, without necessarily understanding how or why it has occurred.
 And the Stoic believes in the communication of the gods with humanity and that communication need not be consistent with all people groups throughout the world.

Cicero’s On Divination brings about the arguments for and against divination.  This was a highly debated topic during the last years of Cicero’s life and therefore he felt compelled to address this issue.  Upon doing so he wrote a dialogue using himself and his brother Quintus as characters debating the issue.  Quintus gives many examples for the fact that divination occurs and states that the reasons how or why it occurs is not important, but the simple fact that they do occur is.  Marcus attempts to counter the arguments of the Stoic by claiming alternative explanations, demanding for an interconnection between the sign and the divined event to be given, and stating that both fate and chance cannot dwell in the same universe.  The arguments of Marcus fall short for a variety of reasons, but perhaps the most important shortcoming is that it does nothing to discredit the Stoic view.  By making theological arguments about the nature of the gods and using circular reasoning, Marcus fails to adequately address the claims of Quintus. The reader is not given the actual views of Cicero either way, but if Book II was to show his true views of divination one would hope for better formulated arguments.
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