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

Word Count:
Introduction 

This paper provides a critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione (On Divination) a treatise written by Marcus Tullius Cicero (106 BC – 43 BC) in 44 BC. Cicero defines the divination he addresses as ‘the foresight and knowledge of future events’.[footnoteRef:1] He writes the treatise as a dialogue format and declares that it is his intention to educate his ‘fellow-citizens’ (the roman people) ‘in the ways of the noblest learning’, by which he means philosophy.[footnoteRef:2] Cicero was a Roman statesman, lawyer and philosopher, whose writings were directed towards the intellectual elite of Rome.  This paper critically reviews Cicero’s arguments against divination in relation to the religious, political and cultural currents which may have influenced his thinking and his motivation for writing the treatise.  [1: Marcus Tullius Cicero, 'De Divinatione (on Divination)', (<<https://www-loebclassics.com>>: LOEB Classical Library, 44 BC).Book I, 1, p.223 (English).]  [2:  Cicero., Book II, 1, p.371 (English).] 


In Book I, Cicero assigns to his brother Quintus the role of advocate for divination which is also the voice of stoic philosophy. In Book II, Cicero plays the role of sceptic, addressing the claims of Quintus and making the case against divination. He states that he aims to argue ‘in such a way as to affirm nothing and question everything’. [footnoteRef:3] Mary Beard and Malcolm Schofield raise the importance of the format of Greek philosophical dialogue in Cicero’s treatise. [footnoteRef:4] Such a format was often used like a teaching devise designed to draw out what might seem incomplete or undeveloped ideas.  However, despite Cicero’s stated objective to question in a diplomatic way, he often argues in a way that simply rejects all forms of divinatory practice and denigrates its practitioners by doubting and disputing their accounts. Therefore, many, such as Eli Edward Burris, Schofield, and Robert Goar understand the sceptical views expressed by Marcus against divination to be reflective of Cicero’s personal viewpoint.[footnoteRef:5] In contrast, Beard argues in favor of its aim as balanced philosophical debate, which enabled Cicero to suspend judgement.[footnoteRef:6] Nicholas Denyer takes another stance arguing the stoic case convincingly against the views of Marcus.[footnoteRef:7]  However, it is important to remember that both sides of the debate were written by Cicero, and whilst Denyer provides an excellent critique, he does so in posing theoretical perspectives which were notably missing in the case put forward by Quintus.  This paper argues that the role of Marcus appears to be more of an outright rejection and rebuttal, than simply an attempt to seriously question the views set forth in Book I. It suggests that Cicero may have had alternative personal and political motivations for writing it.  [3: Cicero.Book II, 8, p.379 (English). ]  [4:  Mary  Beard, 'Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse', The Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986).;Malcolm  Schofield, 'Cicero for and against Divination', 76 (1986).]  [5:  Eli Edward  Burriss, 'Cicero's Religious Unbelief', The Classical Weekly, 17 (1924).;Schofield.;Robert J. Goar, 'The Purpose of De Divinatione', Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association, 99 (1968).]  [6:  Beard, p. 42.]  [7:  Nicholas Denyer, 'The Case against Divination: An Examination of Cicero's "De Divinatione"', Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society,  (1985).] 



Summary 

The format and content of the dialogue fail to support Cicero’s stated views of providing a balanced evaluation. The structure of the work as two separated books, does not provide ease of following the pros and cons of the topics or to provide an opportunity for any subsequent response to the initial critique. The first section featuring Quintus, presents an unstructured account, jumping from topic to topic in an unsystematic way. It also presents a rather repetitive account of stories which, while covering a broad range of divinatory practices, may be all too readily dismissed. A tiresome list of prophecies that have apparently come true are also included, but any form of philosophical justification is remarkably absent. In Book II Marcus addresses the points raised in favour of divination by addressing the examples and various practices. In contrast to his stated objective he reveals that his intention is not merely to question, but to denounce.  He states that he intends to: ‘take up one by one the various kinds of divination and show that the cleft in the liver…the fall of a star, the utterances of persons in a frenzy, lots, and dreams have no prophetic value whatever’.[footnoteRef:8] As noted by Goar ‘one discerns that the approach may be as polemical as it is academic.’ [footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Cicero., Book II, 16, p.387 (English). ]  [9:  Goar, p. 242.] 


Marcus discounts the stories as mythic tales and fiction, and dismisses personal statements, visions, omens, dreams, oracles and haruspicy (examination of animal entrails) on rational grounds. Arguments may be grouped into a few key areas – distinguishing Roman tradition from foreign imports, a denial of the possibility of prediction with accusations of error, fraud or coincidence. Dismissal on causal or sciencific grounds or reference to the ambiguities of symbolic modes of divinatory perception. Important perspectives were either misleading or deliberately omitted in several cases. To adequately critique the arguments set forth, it is necessary to consider the religious, political and cultural agendas which may be inferred from Cicero’s arguments. 



Roman Religion 

In his attempts to preserve Roman tradition against competing foreign imports, Cicero provides incongruous and misleading information about the historical role of divination and its utility in providing a service to the state. Cicero was writing within a period of cultural integration after the romans had conquered Greece and their philosophy was gaining influence among the educated Romans. As stated by Beard, conflicts arose where Greek philosophy inevitably ‘clashed with the institutional framework of Roman politics and religion’. [footnoteRef:10] Arguments in Cicero’s treatise were therefore geared towards differentiating true roman religion from competing foreign influences.  [10:  Beard, p. 41.] 

Cicero distinguishes ‘Roman augurs’  stating that they ‘are not the sort who foretell the future by observing the flights of birds and other signs.’[footnoteRef:11] However, he had to concede that the city of Rome was founded by ‘the direction of auspices’ and that Romulus understood it as an art ‘useful in seeing things to come’.[footnoteRef:12] But he subsequently explains this away as ‘erroneous’ ancient thinking and suggest that it is now only upheld to satisfy the people. [footnoteRef:13]   In other places Cicero suggest that the Augurs were rigged for political reasons. Marcus also dismisses the significance of the senate’s reliance on the Sibylline books. As noted by Tamsyn Barton, diviners and augurs were assigned as ‘custodians of the sacred books of Sibylline prophecy’.[footnoteRef:14] He subsequently references tradition, suggesting that they be maintained in accord with tradition ‘under lock and key’, but he adds that in this way they ‘may be more effective in banishing rather than encouraging superstitious ideas.’[footnoteRef:15]  Marcus distinguishes the books from Greek prophecies, suggesting that the systematic output does not reflect a ‘frenzied brain’ which he equates with a writer that is ‘crazy’. [footnoteRef:16] This is misinformation. Frenzy was classed as divination by nature, as distinguished from divination by art which was understood to be more of a learned craft. In contrast, Frenzy was more an autonomous happening, as when one is in a dream or altered state and it was deemed to be a purer manifestation of the gods. Marcus also denies the authority of any Greek prophecies, describing them as ‘fictitious incidents’ and ‘senseless chatter’.[footnoteRef:17]  Thus, despite being inconsistent with the main thrust of his arguments, as well as Roman practices and history, Cicero denies divination a valid role in Roman religion, suggesting that religious rites only have a political usefulness. With misrepresentations around Greek concepts too, it is easy to concur with Goar’s assertion that Cicero had an agenda—he sought to retain belief in the Roman Gods while disregarding divination.  [11:  Cicero., Book II, 70, p.450-451 (English).  ]  [12:  Cicero., Book II, 70, p.451 (English). ]  [13:  Cicero., Book II, 70, p.451 (English). ]  [14:  Tamsyn Barton, Ancient Astrology,  (London ; New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 38.]  [15:  Cicero., Book II, 112, p.497 (English).]  [16:  Cicero., Book II, 112, p.498 (English).]  [17:  Cicero., Book II, 113, p.499 (English). ] 


Political Stability 

Cicero’s zeal to tear ‘superstition up by the roots’ may have been politically motivated.[footnoteRef:18]  Since divinatory prediction, especially prophecy and astrological fate could pose a potential threat to state leadership.  As stated by Liz Greene, Cicero’s attack was ‘primarily directed at the ‘powerful Stoic school of philosophy, founded by Zeno in the 4th century BCE’.[footnoteRef:19]  Barnet notes how this school improved astrology’s respectability among the roman elite where it was known as a ‘fatalistic astrological creed’. [footnoteRef:20] Within the previous century, astrologers had been expelled from Rome for contributing to political unrest. [footnoteRef:21] Astrology was frequently portrayed as an infallible skill which could predict revolts and the rise, fall and fatality of leaders, which may have posed a noteworthy political threat.  As noted by Barton, Cicero’s account aligns with the understanding that ‘powerful leaders in Rome were bombarded with astrological predictions’.[footnoteRef:22]  [18:  Cicero., Book II, 148, p.537 (English).  ]  [19:  Liz Greene, 'Is Astrology a Divinatory System?', Vol. 12 no 1, Spring/Summer (2008), 6.]  [20:  Barton, p. 34.]  [21:  Barton, p. 33.]  [22:  Barton, p. 39.] 


In Book I, even Quintus denounces astrologers suggesting they have no skill or knowledge and are of dubious character, and book II offers many opinions on astrology which are unrelated to book I. Cicero suggests that Panaetius (c. 185 – c.110 BC), a leading Stoic philosopher rejected ‘the prophecies of astrologers’.[footnoteRef:23] However, Barton remarks that Poisidonius (c.135-50 bc) who subsequently lead the stoic school increased astrology’s favour among the elite of Rome and that Cicero makes reference to his building a model of the heavens which would obviously require astronomical knowledge.[footnoteRef:24] Greene also comments on how Cicero displays either a ‘limited knowledge’ of astrology or ‘a deliberate intent to misinform’. [footnoteRef:25]  In describing astrological calculations, he states that ‘they insist that all persons born at the same time, regardless of the place of birth, are born to the same fate’. [footnoteRef:26] However, adjustments for region were used and as noted by James Holden by 45 BC tables were in use simplifying the otherwise complex regional calculations. [footnoteRef:27]  Thus, it is apparent that Cicero presented misleading information about astrology’s craft, its history in and its popularity among the elite. Instead he promotes a low opinion of astrologers, thus its possible that this may have been a deliberate attempt to mislead and that he was as concerned about astrology’s claims for fatalistic prediction, as he was about superstition and thus he sought to avert the potential political threat that this posed.  [23:  Cicero., Book II, 88, p.471 (English).  ]  [24:  Barton, p. 35.]  [25:  Greene, p. 7.]  [26:  Cicero., Book II, 93, p.477 (English).  ]  [27:  James Herschel  Holden, A History of Horoscopic Astrology,  (Tempe, AZ: American Federation of Astrologers, 1996), p. 18.] 


Rationalist Preference 

Cicero’s arguments provide and unbalanced perspective with regards to the rational world view. 
Cicero was writing within a cultural context where a 'scientific' understanding of the world was strengthening and posing a challenge to the traditional more symbolic ways of perceiving the world. As noted by Beard, such rational models were ‘implicit in the Greek philosophical modes of thought that Cicero was ‘attempting to deploy’.[footnoteRef:28] Cicero repeatedly attacks divination by reference to natural law, science and causality, but as stated by Denyer, Stoic philosophy had answers to the many of the points raised by Cicero. For instance, Cicero suggests that foreknowledge is disadvantages in a fated world. Denyer notes how such things were reasoned by the Stoics.[footnoteRef:29] That the stoics had many answers to the critiques of Marcus is addressed by Denyer and to some degree in Sophie Botros.[footnoteRef:30]  Why stoic philosophical justification and a more symbolic framework was omitted from book I needs consideration. Quintus fails to give voice to the symbolic significance of omens and portends and Marcus only comments where they fall short in conforming to natural law. This presents an unbalanced viewpoint.  In rejecting, a number of divinatory practices, Cicero states, ‘No portends will happen without a cause - no earthquake or opening of the heavens, no showers of stones or blood, no shooting stars, or comets.’[footnoteRef:31]  He even suggests that Chrysippus (c. 279-206 BC) a stoic philosopher would respond that ‘Nothing can happen without a cause’, suggesting that everything must ‘find its cause in nature.’[footnoteRef:32] However as Botros notes, stoic causes were ‘independent of the existence of any laws of nature.’[footnoteRef:33] Denyer also comments how the meaning of an omen is a 'non-natural' meaning, it is the interpretation of messages from the gods.[footnoteRef:34] To suggest that these be causally connected is off the mark. It is only through a symbolic mode of apprehension and association that such messages may be conveyed and understood.  Prediction by signs is needed because definite causes are not known and divination is only needed where science is inadequate.[footnoteRef:35]  Thus when Cicero comments about the non-uniformity of entrails and the like, it also poses no problem from the stoic point of view. Denyer compares this to speaking in different languages - the object can be the same, even though the word used to describe it is different in different countries.[footnoteRef:36] That Cicero’s critiques do not stand up against stoic philosophical justification which ought to have been available to him, but was omitted from his treatise, suggests a lack of the requisite knowledge or a calculated intention to achieve a desired aim–i.e. to discredit stoic philosophy and have rationalism win the day.  [28:  Beard, p. 40.]  [29:  Denyer, pp. 2-3.]  [30:  Denyer, pp. 6-10.;Sophie Botros, 'Freedom, Causality, Fatalism and Early Stoic Philosophy', Phronesis, 30 (1985), 277-79.]  [31:  Cicero., Book II, 60, p.439 (English).  ]  [32:  Cicero., Book II, 60, p.439 (English).  ]  [33:  Botros, p. 277.]  [34:  Denyer, p. 5.]  [35:  Botros, p. 278.;Denyer, p. 6.]  [36:  Denyer, p. 5.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion

This paper has argued that contrary to Cicero’s statements, De Divinatione is not a balanced philosophical dialogue, but a biased one intended to lead the reader to an obvious choice of winner. It has illustrated how he has denied roman history to underplay the role of divination, presenting it only in terms of political expediency. He denigrated practitioners and provided a distorted perspective or intentional misrepresentation especially with regards to Greek prophecy and astrological prediction.  Also, where stoic philosophy could have been justified by philosophical concepts or other modes of perception, any attempt to include this was notably missing. This paper concludes therefore that the writing of the treatise and Cicero’s selection of arguments was intended to present divination as the weaker argument and was politically motivated. Its aim was to preserve roman religious traditions for their political utility, to eliminate predictive practices which may have posed a political threat to the state and to champion the more rational and scientific perspectives which he favoured. 
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