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Critical review of Cicero’s De Divinatione. 
Word count - 2024

Introduction-

This essay will critically review Marcus Tullius Cicero’s ‘De Divinatione’. First published in 44 BCE, when Cicero was 60, ‘De Divinatione’ was written as a supplement to an earlier work on the theory of religion, ‘De natura deorum’, completed approximately around August 45 BCE.[footnoteRef:1] Cicero (106-43 BCE) was a prominent politician and writer during the period of the late and crumbling Roman Republic. Witness to two dictatorships during his lifetime, those of Sulla and Caesar, it was a time of great political uncertainty and Cicero ultimately met his end for speaking out against authoritarian rule.[footnoteRef:2] It was concurrently a period of heightened religious interest, though as Mary Beard remarked, more importantly it was ‘the period when ‘religion’, as an activity and a subject, became clearly defined out of the traditional, undifferentiated, politico-religious amalgam of Roman public life.’ [footnoteRef:3]  In part due to Caesar’s dictatorship, at the time ‘De Divinatione’ was written Cicero was in retreat and seclusion, under an enforced political hiatus and devoting himself to the task of philosophy.  This paper will first examine the arguments put forth, both for and again divination within Books I and II of ‘De Divinatione’.  It will then examine the relevance of the literary form in which this argument takes place, and investigate theories as to why this form was employed.  [1:  Introduction to - Cicero, Marcus Tullius, trans. by Falconer, William Armistead, ‘De senectute; De amicitia; De divination’ (London, Harvard University Press, 1971) p.214]  [2:  From Introduction - Grant, Michael, ‘Selected works / Cicero’, (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, c1960) p. 7]  [3:  Mary, Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76 (1986). pp 33-46, Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies. p.46] 


Summary- 

The philosophical work ‘De Divinatione’ is an exploration of divination in all its aspects, as told through the dialogue between two brothers, Quintus (Cicero’s only brother) and Marcus. Cicero begins ‘De Divinatione’ by defining his subject for examination, ‘I refer to divination, which is foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance.’[footnoteRef:4] The argument is divided into two books; Book I, in voice of Quintus, argues for the justification of divination. whilst book II, through the voice of Marcus, explores the counter argument, against the plausibility or existence of divination. Book II with great humour and rational deduction, whittles down the every argument for divination produced by ‘brother’ Quintus in Book I. It is important to note that the existence of the gods themselves, does not come into question. As cautioned in the introduction, ‘for we run the risk of committing a crime against the gods if we disregard them, or becoming involved in old women’s superstition if we approve them.’ [footnoteRef:5]  What is under the microscope of both Book I and Book 11, is the question of whether the gods can be communicated with through omens, dreams, astrology, augury, haruspicy or any other listed method, and that knowledge of events past or future may be able to be accessed through these means.  According to J. Morrison, ‘De Divinatione’ is the summation of the attitudes towards both artificial and natural divination at the end of the Roman Republic, it is a record of the types of divination practiced, both official and private and through its argument presents the nuance of the states of belief and non-belief that surrounded the practice. [footnoteRef:6] [4:  Cicero, Marcus Tullius, trans. by Falconer, William Armistead, ‘De senectute; De amicitia; De divination’ (London, Harvard University Press, 1971) p.233. V]  [5:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p. 231. IV]  [6:  edited by Michael, Loewe and Carmen, Blacker ‘Divination and oracles’, (London; Boston: Allen & Unwin, 1981) pp. 88-89] 


The Argument for Divination - Quintus Book I 

The argument for divination as presented by Quintus is focused primarily upon divination being proven by the knowledge and observation of its results, rather than by certain knowledge of its causes.  Quintus describes with the use of examples, the many different types of divination, dividing them into the two categories of natural and artificial.  Quintus defends his point by upholding a justification for mystery ‘I fail- you tell me – to discover their cause. That perhaps, is one of Nature’s hidden secrets.’[footnoteRef:7] He compares the why of divination to the why of nature, why does the blossoming of a certain tree align with the right time to plough the field.[footnoteRef:8] Quintus remarks, ‘I see their power and that is enough, why they have it I do not know.’[footnoteRef:9] There is the presupposition of a cosmology in which the pantheon of gods and goddesses can and do intervene communicatively in the affairs of humans and that signs of forewarning are given. In defence of the fact that a foretelling can prove wrong, Quintus suggests it is interpretive, it ‘depends on inference, and beyond inference it cannot go.’[footnoteRef:10] He quotes that physicians and navigators also get things wrong but are not held to account in the same manner as the diviner. [footnoteRef:11] William Falconer states that the argument of Quintus, represents a Stoic view of divination, based mainly on the writings of the Stoic Posidonius, aligning divination with the principles of philosophy through three separate paths, it being sourced to God, nature and fate. [footnoteRef:12]  [7:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p. 265 XVIII]  [8:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p. 241 X]  [9:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p. 241 X]  [10:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p. 253  XIV]  [11:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p. 235]  [12:  William Falconer, introduction to Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ pp. 217-218] 


The Argument Against Divination - Marcus  Book 11

Book II takes an extremely rational approach, refuting claim by claim the arguments for divination put forth in Book I. Marcus begins by expressing his aim to be ‘to affirm nothing and question everything’[footnoteRef:13] With great wit and humour Cicero applies the logical and rational voice of (himself) Marcus to frame the counter argument. In referring to Quintus’s example of the heart of being absent from the exta of a sacrificed bull and the omen that is therefore implied Marcus states, ‘How does it happen that you could understand the one fact, that the bull could not have lived without a heart and do not realize the other, that the heart could not suddenly have vanished I know not where?’.[footnoteRef:14] In opposition to Quintus’s argument for the validity of divination being in the experience of its effect, Marcus argues that this defies a certain and necessary faculty of reason, ‘it is the height of folly to hold the gods as direct agents and not to inquire into the causes of such things.’[footnoteRef:15] Marcus argues that the same effect can have numerous interpretations, not necessarily deducible to a divine source of communication, pointing out that there can be no method that could be sure at to the prophetic value of a thunderbolt.[footnoteRef:16] What is being voiced in Book II is the potential human follies of divination and the philosophical potholes that occur if one engages oneself, questioningly and sceptically towards the facts.  [13:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p379 III]  [14:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p.411 XVI]  [15:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p. 435 XXVI ]  [16:  Cicero, ‘De Divinatione’ p.421 XX] 



The Literary form – 

The literary form of ‘De Divinatione’ is as much a consideration in the analysis of the work, as that of the subject. The conversation between the two brothers, utilizes the dialogue form and occurs in the privacy of the garden of their villa. The privacy of the setting is noteworthy as it allows for the frank and philosophical examination of the subject which would not be possible in the public arena. [footnoteRef:17] The reader gets the sense that the protagonists are rolling around the ideas, an in-depth examination of a multiplicity of points in poise and counterpoise. Beard notes the shifting perspectives is common to characters of Cicero’s theological works and is a literary device, that is used with deliberate purpose.[footnoteRef:18] What the dialogue form also allows is an ambiguity in regards to Cicero’s actual position on religion or divination, it permits a questioning of the subject matter, without the necessity to draw finite conclusions.[footnoteRef:19] Beard states that, ‘Other works of Cicero appear to contradict their author’s scepticism on the validity of divination.’ [footnoteRef:20] Although, the arguments of Marcus, in the character choice of himself, appear strong in their refute of divination, and are the closing statements of the works, they do not necessarily signify Cicero’s actual position regarding religion or divination.[footnoteRef:21]  It is also of value to note that the choice of the two protagonists within the dialogue are the author himself and his only brother.  According to Beard, the voice of Quintus is not intended to be taken as a lesser or inferior side of the argument, but rather due to the equal and high social status of both brothers, represent to the reader an equality in their arguments.[footnoteRef:22]  [17:  Malcolm, Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 76 (1986) pp. 47-65, Society for the    Promotion of Roman Studies. p 57]  [18:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’ p.44]  [19:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’p.46]  [20:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’p.33]  [21:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’p57]  [22:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’p 44] 


Dialectica was, as stated by Elizabeth Rawson, ‘knowledge of the way to argue well’ and a major gift of Greek inheritance to Roman intellectual life.[footnoteRef:23]  It involved first defining what the subject itself was, (in this case divination) and then dividing the material into parts and treating them in order.[footnoteRef:24] Book II of De Divinatione demonstrates this skill superbly, Book I, is as Schofield noted, presents its arguments in a more chaotic fashion. [footnoteRef:25] Schofield suggests a few varying perspectives as to why Cicero may have written Book I in this fashion, the main point being that it heightens the contrast to the lucidity and organization of the arguments in Book II.[footnoteRef:26] Whatever the intention, Schofield sees the form as deliberate.[footnoteRef:27] The underlying function of dialectica, was to treat an argument rationally, so as to come as close to the truth as rational deduction would permit, this was also the tenet of the new Academy and the philosophical approach of scepticism to which Cicero aligned himself.[footnoteRef:28] Cicero himself was an official augur of the Roman Republic, and so to consider ‘De Divination’ as a work condemning divination as a practice in totality is a little more than incongruous.  Beard suggests, that what Cicero was attempting to communicate was the difficulty of the cultural clash between Hellenistic philosophical and religious inheritance and the Roman state religion, rather than an out and out condemnation of divination itself, giving the Roman elite a language with which to discuss the topic separate to matters of the state.[footnoteRef:29] [23:  Rawson, ‘Intellectual Life in the Late Roman Republic’, p.132]  [24:  Rawson, ‘Intellectual Life in the Late Roman Republic’, p.132]  [25:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’ p 52]  [26:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’ p 52]  [27:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’ p 52]  [28:  Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’ p 55]  [29:  Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination’p 46] 



Conclusion-

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, Cicero’s ‘De Divinatione’ can be interpreted on multiple levels and should not be taken on face value, through the voice of Marcus, as representing Cicero’s personal views on divination and religion. Rather, it represents a philosophical inquiry into the nature of divination, arguing in Book I, through Quintus the case for divination and in Book II through Marcus against. In the argument of Quintus, it was put forth that the mystery of a cause within the practice of divination did not alter the proof of the experience. In the argument of Marcus, the many rational flaws of this tenet are pointed out and elaborated upon. The work leaves any conclusive statements ambiguous, as was the approach of the sceptical philosophy of the New Academy to which Cicero was an adherent. The choice of the dialogue form allows for a full exploration of the subject, through the use of dialectica, the argument is presented and broken down point by point, though more chaotically in the first book, that in the second.  As Mary Beard noted “De Divinatione’ and what it achieved through its portrayal of Hellenistic philosophy in the language of  Rome, gave to the Roman reader a language with which the topic of divination could be discussed separately from matters of the state religion.[footnoteRef:30] [30: ] 
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