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

Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 BC) published his philosophical treatise entitled De Divinatione (“On Divination”) in 44 BC as a supplement to his earlier work De Natura Deorum (“On the Nature of the Gods”). It was written as a dialogue between Cicero and his brother Quintus Tullius Cicero (102–43 BC) and split into two books. Both brothers were authors and Roman statesmen, but the elder brother Marcus Tullius Cicero rose to notoriety for his philosophical viewpoints, political endeavors, and the body of philosophical dialogues that remain relevant in the field today. The elder Cicero was educated under Philo of Larissa[footnoteRef:1], a philosopher who popularized the philosophy of Academic Skepticism. His training is evident throughout De Divinatione, as “the Academics argued on both sides of every issue in order to undermine the dogmatic confidence of their interlocutors.”[footnoteRef:2] Cicero presented the duality of the arguments both for and against divination, in an effort to guide the reader to their own conclusion.  [1:  “Philo of Larissa.” Oxford Reference. The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, 2016. ]  [2:  Harald Thorsrud.‘Cicero: Academic Skepticism.’ Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. ] 


Malcom Schofield notes in The Journal of Roman Studies that “perhaps [...] he is trying to bring home how hard it is to separate experience from interpretation where divination is concerned. There is a sort of openness to surprise and so to belief in Book I that is quite precluded by the firmly regimented skepticism of Book II.”[footnoteRef:3] I would disagree, leaning more into the belief that Cicero was simply employing the tactics of the Academics by disproving Quintus’ philosophy and belief in divination by allowing him to disprove himself through irrational suppositions. After all, Academics believed that, “rather than assert a position themselves, they would reveal to the interlocutor that his beliefs are mutually inconsistent and thus that he is not able to justify his claim to knowledge.”[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), p. 52]  [4:  Thorsrud, ‘Cicero: Academic Skepticism.’] 


The Romans had relatively little interest in oracles.[footnoteRef:5] However, throughout Greece, the topic of divination was written about en masse by philosophers and scholars of different fields by the likes of the traveler Pausanias (110 – 180 BC)[footnoteRef:6], the historian Herodotus (484 – 425 BC)[footnoteRef:7], and the great philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BC)[footnoteRef:8]. Some have argued that the topic of divination solely belonged to Greece, as more efforts were made by Grecian philosophers, theologians, historians, and orators. It is for this reason that Schofield asserts that, “Cicero invariably strives, of course, to give a Roman cast to any philosophical topic he takes up, in the service of his attempt to give philosophy a proper place at Rome and in Latin literature.”[footnoteRef:9] Perhaps then, de Divinatione was not purely meant to be a treatise on divination, but an effort to secure his philosophical assertions as the ubiquitous source on the topic within Roman literature. What Cicero has done with his dialogue is adapt the Greek philosophy into a discourse that is more appealing to the Roman audience. [5:  Trevor Curnow, “Philosophy & Divination.” Philosophy Now. ]  [6:  “Pausanias.” Oxford Reference. The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2012. Pausanias wrote on captromancy, the act of divining with a mirror. ]  [7:  “Herodotus.” Oxford Reference. The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2012. Herodotus wrote on the oracle of Zeus. ]  [8:  “Aristotle.” Oxford Reference. The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2012. Aristotle wrote On Divination in Sleep. ]  [9:  Schofield, p. 50] 


From the start, within the first paragraph of Book I, Cicero sets the tone as one of skepticism. He refutes man’s ability to be like the gods, as beings who possess predictive foresight. Not only that, but there is also an undercurrent of superiority referenced in regards to the Greeks and Romans, with the latter being deemed as superior simply because both Marcus and his brother are Roman. Cicero goes as far to assert that “just as we Romans have done many other things better than the Greeks, so have we excelled them in giving to this most extraordinary gift a name, which we have derived from divi, a word meaning ‘gods,’ whereas, according to Plato's interpretation, they have derived it from furor, a word meaning ‘frenzy.’”[footnoteRef:10]

 This choice seems rather dismissive of the Greeks contributions to philosophy and divination, however it sets a more intimate tone between Cicero and the reader, where you understand precisely where he is coming from with his views. [10:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Divinatione, trans. by W.A. Falconer (Harvard University Press, 1923), Book I, p. 225. All future references will be referred to as Cicero. ] 


Cicero rationalizes that all civilizations have a variation of divine foresight, but that there are many forms of the practice, some of which are rooted in reason which he deems favorable. In discourse between the brothers it is stated that “it is possible that nature gives us signs of future events with the intervention of a god.”[footnoteRef:11] Quintus addresses a level of hypocrisy as well, by reminding his brother, "indeed how trustworthy were the auspices taken when you were an augur!”[footnoteRef:12] An augur was a priest who studied the flight of birds in order to interpret the will of the gods. Marcus Cicero practiced divination, yet he discredited the very notion of its legitimacy.  [11:  Cicero, Book I, p. 235.]  [12:  Cicero, Book I, p. 255] 


Perhaps, then, the fact that Cicero had practiced augury should lend more credence to his skepticism. He has seen the inner workings and has been made aware about the way that divine intervention has been weaponized by rulers to earn them favor with the people or to provide them with god-approved rationale behind decisions. After all, who would want to act against the gods? I would argue that Marcus’ intent behind this work is just that. Both he and his brother were killed just a year following the publication of De Divinatione. Cicero was assassinated by Marc Anthony (83–30 BC), a Roman political and general, following the murder of Julius Caesar. While their deaths had little to do with divination, divination of course had a hand in politics at the time. 

It is interesting that Cicero can readily believe in a higher being and that there is a higher order to things, but yields at the idea that man might possess a god-like gift. It is at this junction that Quintus lays out the two classes of divination[footnoteRef:13] and why he feels that he has proof of “the gods and of their concern in human affairs in my conviction that there are some kinds of divination which are clear and manifest.”[footnoteRef:14] This is not so surprising, his “belief in the existence of a divine being, maintaining that it is prudent to keep traditional rites and ceremonies, belies his concerns in matters of theology and religion for the state above all else.”[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Cicero, Book I, p. 363]  [14:  Cicero, Book I, p. 235]  [15:  “Cicero, Marcus Tullius.” Oxford Reference. Oxford University Press, 2003. ] 


Cicero asserts that the question posed is not “Why everything happens” but rather “Does it happen, or does it not?”[footnoteRef:16]  The Stoics, as it is described, established proof of divination through the assertion that divination was essentially proof of the existence of gods. Herein lies an issue where Cicero refuters that “their signs would be useless and if they give us the means, it is not true that there is no divination, therefore there is divination.”[footnoteRef:17] Essentially the critique is that the circular philosophy, by which the Stoic belief in divination is legitimized, is flawed by its inherent inability to answer the question. Cicero clearly takes issue with the Stoics, “whose commitment to the validity of divination was based on complex principles of logic and cosmic sympathy.”[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Cicero, Book I, p. 319]  [17:  Cicero, Book I, p. 315]  [18:  “Cicero, Marcus Tullius.” Oxford Reference.] 


Quintus seems convinced that, in the theory of natural divination, there are patterns that have been put into nature by a higher being that are meant for interpretation. This line of thinking seems more scientific and, as such, more acceptable for Cicero to endorse. Quintus insists that he, “will use [the signs in nature] and I will not allow myself to be persuaded that the whole Etruscan nation has gone stark mad on the subject of entrails, or that these same people are in error about lightnings, or that they are false interpreters of portents; for many a time the rumblings and roarings and quakings of the earth have given to our republic and to other states certain forewarnings of subsequent disaster.”[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Cicero, Book I, p. 265. ] 


In Book II, Cicero critiques Quintus’ main tactic for providing proof of divination, by refuting the legitimacy of many of his claims.[footnoteRef:20] He points out that there are “innumerable instances of the same kind may be given to prove that some natural [connection] does exist between objects apparently unrelated.”[footnoteRef:21] Repeatedly throughout Quintus’ endorsement of divination in Book I, he utilizes grand examples from throughout both Greece and Rome, though most seem to be circumstantial coincidences. Cicero even points out that the lengths to which individuals would go to to receive a sign from a higher power, often came with a steep cost. In one example, which involved human sacrifice, Cicero condemns the practice without reservation.  [20:  Frank Cabrera, ‘Evidence and Explanation in Cicero's On Divination,’ Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part A, 2019. p. 9]  [21:  Cicero, Book II, p. 409] 


“Do you Stoics fail to see [that] in choosing the victim it is almost like a throw of the dice, especially as facts prove it? For when the entrails of the first victim have been without a head, which is the most fatal of all signs, it often happens that the sacrifice of the next victim is altogether favourable. Pray what became of the warnings of the first set of entrails? And how was the favour of the gods so completely and so suddenly gained?”[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Cicero, Book II, p. 511] 


The unpredictable nature of divination seems to be the issue that weighs heavily on Cicero’s views of the practice. It is not so much the interpretation that he takes issue with, but rather the means to achieve the flawed answers. Perhaps as an augur he saw that interpretation varied depending on the preferred outcome. If birds flew in one direction the implication might have been death, but if a variable was adjusted — perhaps the number of birds — the interpretation no longer meant death, but rather success. As one scholar noted, it is the fortuitous nature of divination that has caused it to fall under scrutiny; “for the Stoic position is not that things scientifically unpredictable are in fact fortuitous, and thus wholly unpredictable. It is rather, as Cicero himself has reported earlier, that such things are thought fortuitous; though of course, being under the control of an all-powerful fate, they are not actually any more fortuitous than those things that we can predict from knowledge of their cause. The apparently fortuitous may well then be predictable by other means.”[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Nicolas Denyer, ‘The Case Against Divination: An Examination of Cicero’s De Divinatione”’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philosophical Society, New Series, 31.211 (1985), p. 4] 


Cicero’s intentions and his method for presenting his ideas have come under much examination and scrutiny from scholars throughout the years. Beard, for instance, praises the way in which the second book of De Divinatione is used to balance the opinions laid out by Quintus in the first book. She states that, “ the arguments against divination must be seen alongside the earlier arguments in favour of the practice. Both positions are laid out, and no conclusion, supporting one side or the other, is offered; instead, in the traditions of the Academic school of philosophy, the reader is left to make up his own mind on the most convincing case.”[footnoteRef:24] While Schofield critiques the way in which the work “is leisurely and expansive, reliant more on batteries of examples than on subtleties of philosophical argument (which is in fact in short supply). It treats a subject of general interest, in ways palpably designed to appeal to the Roman reader and with comparatively little exposition or criticism of Greek philosophical positions.”[footnoteRef:25] Perhaps the truth lies somewhere between these two scholars; acknowledging that while Cicero’s methods are rather tedious in their attempt to barrage readers with Quintus’ examples, it manages to present the topic of divination as something not easily argued for or against. A belief that Beard astutely addresses by arguing that “those who deduce Cicero's personal skepticism from the second book of De Divinatione ignore this clear denial of a directed conclusion and neglect to treat the dialogue as a whole, as a balance of arguments for and against divination. No weight is added to the arguments against divination merely because they are spoken in the dialogue by the character of Marcus himself.”[footnoteRef:26]  [24:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: the Formation of a Latin Discourse,’ Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986) p. 35]  [25:  Schofield, p. 50]  [26:  Beard, p. 35] 


I would argue that the intent of De Divinatione was not to refute the existence of divination, or even to prove the legitimacy of the practice, but rather it was Cicero’s attempt at making sense of a topic that had largely only been discussed by Greek philosophers, in an attempt to secure his position as the foremost authority on the topic in Rome. It is for that reason I believe he yields to outrightly denying divination, at the risk of facing the scrutiny of scholars who upheld the practice. The mere fact that De Divinatione is still discussed at length across multiple disciplines, allowing students to argue for or against the legitimacy of divination, is proof that he prevailed at his tactics. Perhaps that is a hallmark of true Academic scholar ⁠— Cicero’s indecision has allowed us all to come to our own conclusions on divination. 
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