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

     Marcus Tullius Cicero (106 BCE – 43 BCE) was a Roman of many talents. He was a politician and lawyer but today he is best known for his philosophical works. He was instrumental in developing a distinctive Roman ethos. Cicero’s book, De Divinatione, or ‘Concerning Divination’ (hereafter Divin.) according to Damian Fernandez-Beanato is an essential source for Roman religion as well early scientific thought.[footnoteRef:1] Cicero used word ‘scientia’, which had a wide meaning, including any knowledge acquired by systematic means. The modern meaning of science today is much narrower, excluding such things as logic and human history.[footnoteRef:2] Divin. is certainly not a work of science from a modern perspective, but Cicero does address important questions at times using something similar to modern scientific reasoning. Cicero is curious to find - via reason - what principles lay behind astrology. He suggests that the Chaldeans [Babylonians] believe that individual destiny is influenced by the condition of the moon at the time of birth. Observing the moon depends ‘on the sense of sight, which is the least trustworthy of the senses, whereas they should employ reason and intelligence.’[footnoteRef:3] Cicero continues his reasoning and notes while the moon is close to earth, and other heavenly bodies are further and further away until Saturn, ‘to the limits of heaven—the ultimate bounds of space.’[footnoteRef:4] The question emerges is what force could possibly act from Saturn on a birth on earth that would dictate the fate of a baby?  [1:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Divinatione, trans. by W. A. Falconer, Loeb Classical Library vol. 20, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923).]  [2:  Damian Fernandez-Beanato, ‘Cicero’s demarcation of science: A report of shared criteria’, in Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, 83 (2020), 97–102, pp. 97-100.]  [3:  Cic. Div. 2.91, p. 473.]  [4:  Cic. Div. 2.91, p. 474.] 

     Cicero’s intent was to write a book of philosophy. This paper will examine the historical setting as well as the aims of his work, paying particular attention to arguments against divination. Astrological methods will receive precedence. The Greeks and later the Romans had a long tradition of using astrology to predict the future. They built upon Mesopotamian and to a lesser degree Egyptian traditions. By the time of Cicero divination was a long established art enjoyed by all classes in Rome. Roman astrology still had a flavour of the exotic East. As a result when Chaldeans are referred to it might literally mean Babylonians from Mesopotamia or those that follow their teachings.  According to Raymond Starr, the primary focus of his books would have been his friends and acquaintances. Copies of his books would likely have been prepared at his own expense by slaves in his household. Bookstores and libraries were unknown because the rate of literacy was low.[footnoteRef:5] Like other authors of his era, he was not concerned with making money through his books. He was motivated to establish his fame as a thinker and writer. He may also have wanted to create a legacy after his death.   [5:  Raymond J. Starr, ‘The Circulation of Literary Texts in the Roman World’, Classical Quarterly 37 (1987), 213–223, pp. 214-215.] 

     Cicero came from an elite equestrian family and on the way to a glittering political career he read widely from Greek sources. His translations from Greek into Latin helped promote Greek philosophy, but he also left a philosophical legacy in his own right. In 87 BCE, Philo of Larissa (159/8 - 84/3 BCE), the head of the Platonic Academy in Athens, arrived in Rome and became Cicero’s mentor.  Philo was a refugee from unrest in Athens as well as the Mithraditic wars (88 - 63 BCE). It seems he did not return to Athens, and it is possible he was the last head of the Academy, which was according to David Sedley was in a fractious state.[footnoteRef:6] Two main groupings representing extreme and less extreme scepticism were polarised to the point of forming rival institutions. According to Dorothea Frede, Philo’s exact position at any time is rather hard to pinpoint. He seemed to reject dogmatism, and he challenged many philosophical schools of the era. He also may have abandoned radical scepticism and embraced more nuanced views.[footnoteRef:7] The period after Philo arrived in Rome is sometimes referred to as the ‘fourth academy’ that embraced scepticism as well as Platonism. Philo’s sceptical perspective was predicated on argument, and the winning position would be the most persuasive. This is balanced with the sceptical position that nothing can be known for sure. This partially explains the pro and con dialog structure of the Divin. published in about 44 BCE, when Cicero was 62. He wrote De Divinatione, which can be seen as the second of a three-section series on theology, beginning with De Natura Deorum and concluding with De Fato at about the same time. These three works were part of a prolific two year period of writing before his death, one year later.  [6:  David Sedley, ‘The End of the Academy’,  in Phronesis 26.1 (1981), 67–75, pp. 67, doi:10.1163/156852881X00141. ]  [7:  Dorothea Frede, ‘How Sceptical Were the Academic Sceptics?’, in Popkin  (1996), 1–25, pp. 1-2, doi:10.1007/978-94-017-2942-0_1.] 

     Divin. is divided into two books. According to Joseph DeFilippo, Cicero argued both sides so as not to come to a rigid conclusion, which was out of favour among sceptics and other scholars, including Stoics, of that era.[footnoteRef:8]  The scene is set in book I. ‘Marcus’ in the book, taken to be Cicero, has a debate with his brother Quintus who supports divination. Quintus Tullius Cicero (102 – 43 BCE) was the brother in fact of Marcus Cicero. Near the beginning of Book I, where Quintus is given pride of place, he says, ‘Now I am aware of no people, however refined and learned or however savage and ignorant, which does not think that signs are given of future events…’[footnoteRef:9] Real debate starts with the suggestion that these different cultures were more interested in results than in reason.[footnoteRef:10] Cicero draws a bright line between those that arise from inspiration, such as dreams, and those which require skill, including those that interpret the innards of sacrificed animals. Most ridiculous were oracles from drawing lots, which Cicero contends are fraudulent.[footnoteRef:11]  [8:  Joseph G. DeFilippo, ‘Cicero and the Stoic Defense of Divination’ in Philodorema: Essays in Greek and Roman Philosophy in Honor of Phillip Mitsis ed. by David Konstan and David Sider
(Parnassos Press – Fonte Aretusa, 2022), pp. 313-329, p. 316. ]  [9:  Cic. Div.  1.2, p. 223.]  [10:  Cic. Div.  1.5, p. 233.]  [11:  Cic. Div.  2.85, p. 467.] 

     Inspired types of divination might be interpreted by the individual that experienced them. In contrast non-inspired methods of communication usually require specialist assistance. The first book outlines a kind of universalism regarding divination, noting that such methods are common between all people. There is something of a health warning if that not all groups agree what sign correlates with what signal. From histories and personal experience Quintus notes that divination does not always work.[footnoteRef:12] The reason, according to Cicero, is simple. Not every natural occurrence has a deeper meaning, contrary to the insistence of some Stoics. He might, for example, be concerned for the Roman Republic because mice have nibbled at this copy of Plato’s Republic.[footnoteRef:13] Cicero is also showing a humorous side, as Julius Caesar did threaten the Roman Republic. It also brings into greater focus the belief that if divination were valid, and the gods did send messages to humans, they paid particular attention to inform those in the best position to carry out their will.[footnoteRef:14] Cicero instead argues that insight into the future is through learned reflection (‘natural law’) and their reason. They are ‘foresighted’ but do not possess any aspect of divinity.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Cic. Div.  1.24, p. 251.]  [13:  Cic. Div.  2.59, p. 437. ]  [14:  Pauline Ripat, ‘Roman omens, Roman audiences, and Roman history’, in Greece & Rome, 53. 2 (2006), 155-174,  p. 159. ]  [15:  Cic. Div. 1.111, p. 343.] 

     Reason is very much an issue in Book II, when arguments for divination are challenged. Marcus is not arguing from an atheistic perspective, ‘Speaking frankly, superstition, which is widespread among the nations, has taken advantage of human weakness to cast its spell over the mind of almost every man…But I want it distinctly understood that the destruction of superstition does not mean the destruction of religion.’[footnoteRef:16] Marcus notes that the beauty of the universe requires a creator. Book II is in a style which is very much in keeping with his real life role of older brother to Quintus. There is no need to suggest that Quintus was actually a supporter of divination, as this could have been a literary fiction with a long history. The so called Socratic Method is recorded by Plato (424/423 – 348/347 BCE) as an ideal form for presenting knowledge. It involves a debate between two individuals that elaborates positions in what can be an entertaining way. There is usually a learner who is schooled by a superior. Cicero was therefore using a familiar technique. Quintus, no matter what his position was, would likely be honoured feature in a scholarly work. At the same time Mary Beard suggests that Cicero used the literary device of a younger brother not to suggest that his brother was intellectually inferior, but that the two arguments should be viewed on par with each other.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Cic. Div. 2.148, p. 537]  [17:  Mary Beard, ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse’, in The Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), 33-46, p. 44.] 

     According to Malcolm Schoefield, Cicero became an adherent to the sceptical school of thought late in life. He wrote his book about divination for several of his known acquaintances who were practitioners of astrology in particular and divination in general. As Shoefield states,
Div., by contrast, is not esoteric at all, and in fact takes a lot of getting through for philosophers: it is too popular a read for them. It 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:18] [18:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, in The Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), 47-65, p. 50.] 

Mary Beard warns that Divin. must be read as a whole and 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’. [footnoteRef:19] According to Beard, there is no need to suggest that Cicero’s earlier theological works represent an earlier stage in his thinking, and that he had changed his mind in any fundamental way since he wrote those works.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Beard, p. 34.]  [20:  Beard, p. 36.] 

     Cicero understood that soothsayers often made predictions that were not fulfilled. If only some predictions came true, then it could be due to chance and not because the prediction was valid. In several passages he noted predictions that did not come to pass,[footnoteRef:21] and he suggests. ‘soothsayers are not so unlucky that their predictions never come true—even by accident!’[footnoteRef:22] Clever oracles may couch their predictions in language that is unclear or equivocal, or which are so obscure only the oracle may understand them. At others times oracles craft their prediction after the event, ‘… happened they are brought within the field of prophecy by some interpretation.’[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Cic. Div. 2.52–3 (pp. 229,431); 2.121 (pp. 507, 509).]  [22:  Cic. Div. 2.62, p. 441.]  [23:  Cic. Div. 2.66, p. 445.] 

     Divin. is a commonly quoted ancient source against some schools of astrology that hold children born at the same time share the same mental qualities, life events, and ultimately fate because of celestial forces. Cicero notes several times that fate from birth in this system cannot be modified. The unknown force is expressed visually in the interaction between the zodiac and the plants.[footnoteRef:24] Cicero cites the natural resemblance that parents have with their children as evidence something more that celestial is at play, ‘Again, is it no small error of judgement that the Chaldeans fail to realize the effect of the parental seed which is an essential element in the process of generation? For, surely, no one fails to see that the appearance and habits, and generally, the carriage and gestures of children are derived from their parents’.[footnoteRef:25] Cicero also notes that even if two people were born at the same time, they might be in different parts of the world and therefore subject to different forces, ‘But if this stellar force affects the heavens now in one way and now in another, how is it possible for this force to operate alike on all persons who are born at the same time, in view of the fact that they are born under vastly different skies?’[footnoteRef:26] Quoting the mythological twins and founders of Sparta, Procles (r.c. 1104 – 1062 BCE) and Eurysthenes (r.c. 1104 – 1066 BCE),[footnoteRef:27] Cicero uses historical sources available to him to suggest something that would be clear to most with experience of twins, as well as cities that may also have a lifespan, [24:  Cic. Div.  2.89 (p. 471); 2.93 (p. 475).]  [25:  Cic. Div.  2.94, p. 477.]  [26:  Cic. Div.  2.93, p. 475.]  [27:  Cic. Div.  2.90, p. 473.] 

What stupendous power delusion has! And was the city's natal day also subject to the influence of the moon and stars? Assume, if you will, that it matters in the case of a child under what arrangement of the heavenly bodies it draws its first breath, does it also follow that the stars could have had any influence over the bricks and cement of which the city was built? … I recall a multitude of prophecies which the Chaldeans made to Pompey, to Crassus and even to Caesar himself (now lately deceased), to the effect that no one of them would die except in old age, at home and in great glory.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Cic. Div.  2.99, p. 481.] 

The counter argument, that twins born even minutes apart could have different ascendants, is not raised here, but counter arguments are raised later. There were schools of astrology that were opposed to strict determinism. According to some schools, the arrangement of stars at birth express or symbolize personal characteristics, but do not determine it. Cicero notes that the Stoic philosopher Diogenes of Babylon (c. 230 – c. 150/140 BCE) was adverse to determinism, but held that dispositions and inclinations were indicated in the heavens.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Cic. Div.  2.90, p. 473.] 

     Before he could gain Imperial power, Julius Caesar was killed in 44 BCE. His adopted son and heir Octavian used propaganda well. When Caesar was being mourned, a comet appeared. Although comets were usually seen as bad omens, in this case the public was convinced that it signalled that Caesar was deified. The Senate later ratified this opinion. Octavian/Augustus issued coins with the comet, which was called the star of Julius. According to Suetonius (c. CE 69 – after 122) Augustus went to visit Theogenes the astrologer with his friend Agrippa, just after the assassination of Caesar. According to the astrology Agrippa had a wonderful fate in store. Augustus was concerned, but Theogenes predicted even greater for Augustus, and according to the account he circulated his horoscope. According to Suetonius he also struck a coin bearing the Capricorn.[footnoteRef:30] Augustus' sun sign was Libra. Capricorn may have been his rising sign or, more likely, his Moon sign.[footnoteRef:31] Of course this account could be entirely fictional, but coins of Augustus with a Capricorn are known. It is no surprise that histories preserve great omens upon the birth of a future emperor. [30:  C. Suetonius Tranquillus, The lives of the twelve Caesars, to which are added his lives of the grammarians, rhetoricians, and poets, trans. Alexander Thomson M.D., rev. Thomas Forester  (London: G. Bell, 1896), Suet. Aug. 92.]  [31:  Tamsyn Barton, ‘Augustus and Capricorn: Astrological Polyvalency and Imperial Rhetoric’,  in The Journal of Roman Studies 85 (1995), 33-51, pp. 33-35. ] 

     The Astronomica, the most complete and earliest work on astrology, is a work that clearly runs counter to Divin. In the dedication of the former work, the author portrays the rule of Octavian as celestially ordained. Most scholars hold that the writer was named Marcus Manilius, and he was possibly a Roman citizen. On the basis of historical allusions, his work was likely written under Augustus and/or Tiberius. According to Alexander McGregor, Manilius was not likely a Stoic, as he referenced non-Stoics like Eudoxus of Cnidus and Cicero. McGregor thinks that the Astronomica should be considered a representing a Pythagorean or a Platonist world view.[footnoteRef:32]Interestingly, no contemporary Roman directly quotes the Astronomica, and it is difficult to assess its impact in antiquity. Part of the reason is that astrologers were suspect. [32:  Alexander MacGregor, ‘Was Manilius really a Stoic?’, in Illinois Classical Studies, 30 (2005), 41–65, p. 57.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]     Astrologers were a professional group that could be targeted for expulsion. In CE 11, his 74th year, Augustus banned casting horoscopes and expelled astrologers from the city of Rome. The issue might not be if he believed in astrology or not, much less any nascent scientific doubt. The main issue was what the populace believed and other expulsions before and after Augustus suggests that Romans did pay attention to birth charts. In an earlier era of turmoil, in 33 BCE Agrippa, the friend of Augustus, expelled ‘astrologers and charlatans’ from Rome’.[footnoteRef:33] Tiberius expelled astrologers and magicians from Italy in 17 CE amid a conspiracy to overthrow him.[footnoteRef:34] Expulsions were viewed as a temporary measure to get rid of a problem quickly. History shows that these expulsions were not permanent, but designed to take away three possible challenges to rule. Pauline Ripat suggests these are that there might be a real horoscope from the emperor that would need to be supressed, that a pretender might present a promising horoscope, or that the death of the emperor might be precisely calculated.[footnoteRef:35] With no astrologers in Rome these options were curtailed.  [33:   Lucius Cassius Dio, Roman History, Volume V Books 46-50, trans. by Earnest Cary and Herbert B. Foster ( Harvard: Loeb Classical Library 82, 1917) 43.5, p. 429.]  [34:  Cornelius Tacitus, Complete Works of Tacitus (Annales),  trans. Alfred John Church, William Jackson Brodribb and Sara Bryant (New York Perseus, Random House1873,  reprinted 1942),  Tac. Ann. 2.32.]  [35:   Pauline Ripat, ‘Expelling Misconceptions: Astrologers at Rome,’ in Classical Philology, 106 (2011). 115–54, pp. 116-117.] 

     Because Divin. is divided into two books, one pro and one con divination, it is impossible to be certain what Cicero thought about divination.  Ancient Rome pioneered many legal innovations, but freedom of speech was not one of them. At a time when church and state were one, and written work might be in circulation for years, it may have been prudent to keep some thoughts private. Cicero ultimately paid the price for being too outspoken. After Caesar’s assassination in 44 BCE, Cicero made several speeches that supported Octavian over Mark Antony. Octavian and Antony were briefly on friendly terms, and Cicero was murdered on Antony’s order. Cicero paid the price for his public support of one side over the other. If a modern reader cannot always be sure what Cicero thought about divination, the politics of the age certainly plays a role. However, after reading the work as a whole, it seems Cicero thought that religion and superstition were not related, and the methods of divination did not have a useful function in society as did religion. 
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