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Assignment 1: Write a critical review of Cicero’s arguments against divination in De Divinatione

De Divinatione (On Divination) was written by Marcus Tullius Cicero around 45-44 BCE and was completed at some point following the death of Caesar.
   As Cicero had left Rome in the June following Caesar’s assassination,
 and since the setting for De Divinatione is Cicero’s Tusculan estate, it seems likely that at least part of the treatise was composed there.

De Divinatione was written as a supplementary sequel to De Natura Deorum, and Cicero intended subsequently adding a volume on Fate after which, he wrote, ‘…every phase of this particular branch of philosophy will be sufficiently discussed.’
 Cicero’s acknowledged intention in De Divination is to compare all the arguments on both sides ‘…for we run the risk of committing a crime against the gods if we disregard them, or of becoming involved in old women’s superstition if we approve them.’

Despite the acknowledged problems of translating Greek philosophical ideas into a language which lacked the appropriate conceptual vocabulary, De Divinatione was written in Latin rather than Greek so that:
 
… it would redound to the fame and glory of the Roman people to be made independent  of Greek writers in the study of philosophy, and this result I shall certainly bring about if  my present plans are accomplished.

Cicero was born in 106 BCE on his father’s estate at Arpinum in the latter days of the Republic,
 into the well-to-do equestrian class and studied philosophy as part of his early education.  As a young man he spent time with Diodotus, an eminent Stoic teacher, and while he was impressed with Stoic teachings, he developed a preference for the questioning stance of the New Academy.
  The augur Scaevola was another person of importance in his life.
  Cicero harboured political ambitions,
 perhaps a dangerous choice of career in such turbulent times and his fortunes waxed and waned accordingly, but became Augur in 53-2.

In 79 BCE he travelled to Athens, ostensibly for his health but possibly fearing retribution from Sulla. While there, Cicero continued his philosophical studies, spending time with Antiochus, then head of the Academy.
  

On one occasion, during the Civil War, considering all hopes of a political career now impossible, he focussed more on his literary and philosophical leanings: ‘Accordingly, it was in my books that I made my senatorial speeches and my forensic harangues; for I thought that I had permanently exchanged politics for philosophy.’
 

Written in dialogue form between Cicero and his younger brother Quintus, De Divinatione is presented in two books.  In the first book, Quintus sets out his thoughts supporting divination, to which Cicero responds in the second book.   Use of the dialogue form was first found in Ancient Greece, when Socrates’ discussions were collated, and which was subsequently taken up by Plato as a form in itself.
 It provided a platform for presenting both sides of a discussion simultaneously and in full; indeed, Cicero had used this device himself in De Natura Deorum, where he pitted Velleius, Cotta and Balbus against one another in their arguments, allowing each participant to lay out their stall in full before receiving a reply, equally in full, before putting each to the test.
  It is interesting that in De Divinatione, Cicero has chosen siblings rather than great men of the day as protagonists; Cicero himself and his younger brother Quintus.  
This use of the family dynamic sets up a different feel to the discussion, more that of student asking of his teacher than several confident speakers pitting their wits against each other.

This does not, however, stop Cicero from putting himself and Quintus in opposition to each other with their views; ‘You Stoics,’ Cicero says to Quintus,
 while he has very early on picked his side when he says ‘…us Academicians…’ close to the start of De Divinatione.
 Cicero had two gymnasia at his Tusculan villa; the Lyceum, and the Academia,
 and his stroll with Quintus echoes the peregrinations of the Peripatetics as they walk around before settling in the Lyceum library where, with the collected wisdom of the day and potentially his own works as a backdrop, Cicero has mantled himself with a symbolic air of learning as he begins his consideration of Quintus’s questions.  Cicero was well aware of the importance of setting: when he made his speech to the Romans to stand firm against Catiline, he chose as his backdrop the temple of Jupiter Stator,
 and he has taken pains to situate De Divinatione within equally appropriate surroundings for his discussion with Quintus.  

Cicero introduces Book One with a sweeping statement: ‘…by the general agreement of the Roman people and of all nations…’,
 that everyone, everywhere, whether educated or savage, believes in some form of divination.
 After expanding on the forms divination could take, and offering his own opinion that ‘the ancients were influenced more by actual results than convinced by reason,’
 after a paragraph of unashamed name-dropping of those who believed in all the forms of divination, or those who believed just in dreams and frenzy,
 he introduces the idea that doubting, even in the face of such learned assent, has approval;
 therefore Cicero too will doubt, and examine the arguments for and against. 

He returns to the topic of why De Divinatione was written near the start of Book Two, where, after setting out his credentials with a list of his other works (with the exception of De Legibus, as has been noted elsewhere)
 he explains its intention is to form an addition to the discussions begun in De Natura Deorum.
  That being so, it is perhaps noteworthy that the of perspectives discussed therein – Stoic, Academic and Epicurean – Cicero gave his vote in favour of the Stoic perspective,
 whereas in De Divinatione, he is at pains to question and examine the Stoic point of view with considerable doubt.  While this might suggest an alteration in Cicero’s changing beliefs,
 this is not necessarily the case; in fact, it may more in line with Academician philosophy than it first appears, since, by casting his vote in this fashion, there are two people siding with Cotta and two with Balbus
 – thus making all even between them.

In De Divinatione, an equal impasse is implicit from the start since there are just two voices here.  Quintus opens the discussion proper, alluding to De Natura Deorum and the question, there passed over, of divination.  His own offered opinion is informed by two interdependent statements from the Stoics which Cicero takes apart in the next paragraph:

”If there is divination there are gods,” and, “if there are gods there is divination.”… it may be that there are gods without their having conferred       any power of divination upon men.

Quintus offers his ideas as ‘nothing new’ and uses Stoic arguments around a mixture of examples from fiction, doubtful history, anecdote and quotations in his explanations.  His arguments butterfly from one topic to another and back again, he insists on ‘givens’, cites the antiquity of his anecdotes as evidence, he even attempts to co-opt Cicero’s own ‘Prognostics’ in support of his arguments.
 Thus the Stoic arguments, which taken in orderly fashion have logical plausibility are here jumbled together to give an illusion of disorder.  Of course, it is Cicero, as the author of De Divinatione, who controls the text; he deliberately presents Quintus’ arguments and words in this way; he is unafraid to hold his own works up to the test of Quintus’ attempted subversions.

Both artificial and natural divination are discussed in their various forms; portents and prodigies, astrology, auspices and augury, and natural phenomena including thunder and lightning, all fall under the heading of artificial, while dreams and frenzy belong to the natural forms.  As for their efficacy, custom and practice is enough for Quintus, who at states: ‘Nor do I ever enquire why… I am content with my knowledge that it does… Therefore, as regards all kinds of divination I will give the same answer…’;
 one might as well question why a magnet attracts iron.

Everyone makes mistakes, mariners and captains as much as soothsayers and deductive diviners, Quintus points out in further support of his position.
  Haruspices, both Greek and Roman dreams – including his own and that of Cicero
 – lead into the dream theories of philosophy; he quotes Socrates’ words in Plato’s Republic.
 The ability of the purified soul to prophesy is brought forth in its various forms, and once more, Quintus uses Cicero himself as a witness to example of prophecy which came true.

Cicero, when it comes to be his turn to respond, begins with: 

…many misgivings… if I should assume anything that I said to be certain, I    should myself be playing the diviner while saying that no such thing as   divination exists!

He proceeds to destroy Quintus’ arguments with logic, disbelief, ridicule and reason. To what does divination have relevance?  Not to things that can be sensed.
  Specific matters are taken to the relevant experts rather than to practitioners of divination, all of which leads Cicero to announce ‘…I am inclined to think there is no such thing as divination.’

Indeed, if, as Quintus suggests, everything is ruled by fate, what is the point of being warned of dangers to come if they are fated to happen anyway?
  And even if it could, why would one want to know the future? ‘…ignorance of future ills is more profitable than the knowledge of them.’

‘Indeed how trustworthy were the auspices taken when you were augur!’
 Quintus has said, early on in his argument, although augury was divination only in that it was communication with the gods, to see whether they approved a certain course of action, and not in order to tell what might happen.
  This negates any possible conflict of interest which might be supposed with regard to Cicero arguing against foretelling the future and yet having been augur; ‘we Roman augurs are not the sort who foretell the future…’
  Rather, it is out of ‘respect for the opinion of the masses…’ and ‘…great services to the state…’ that the auguries are maintained.
 

Having chosen his setting, picked his protagonists and decided which arguments Quintus will put so that he may respond to them, towards the end of the discussion on the validity of prophetic dreams, Cicero points out that here would have been a good place for Quintus to present the account of Alexander dreaming of a cure for his friend Ptolemaeus, but, as Quintus had not done so, he mentions it himself.
  Although he dismisses it with his usual logical arguments – if one dream, why not more dreams, or why not other men dreaming the same cure?
 one wonders why Cicero inserted this dream here; perhaps to make the account more realistic by having Quintus forget to mention it, and himself seem more learned for including it himself, it could equally be that, having written Book One and finished it, he had then realised the omission but had no wish to go back and rewrite his entire first book at such a late stage, and this is a device to enable him to include it at this latter stage of creation.

What Cicero himself believed is rather a vexed question; one opinion finds Cicero denying the authenticity of divination in spite of his having been augur; Burriss calls him an ‘unbeliever’;
 Schofield sees De Divinatione as ‘the undermining of superstition at all costs’,
 subsequent scholarship has called this view into doubt.
 But given the friendly terms of address between the brothers, there is no antagonism apparent in De Divinatione, at least not directed against Quintus – ‘I am not ashamed of you…’  Cicero says.
 Throughout there is the sense of an informed teacher dispensing information to an acolyte pervadind=g the text, and as for Cicero’s position, he himself has said in De Natura Deorum, the sequel to this work: ‘Those however who seek to learn my personal opinion on the various questions show an unreasonable degree of curiosity.’

At this distance, surely one ought to pay him the compliment of accepting this self-confessed position.  After all, it would be rude not to.

Bibliography

Ancient Sources

Cicero, De Divinatione (On Divination). Trans. W.A.Falconer, Loeb Classical Library,  Cambridge Mass: Harvard University Press, London, 1929

Cicero, M.T. De Natura Deorum (On the Nature of the Gods. Trans. H. Rackham, Loeb Classical Library, Cambridge Mass: Harvard University Press, 1933

Cicero, M. T. The Nature of the Gods. H.C.P. McGregor. (Trans.).  1972. J. M. Ross. (Introduction). Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd

Modern Works
Beard, M., ‘Cicero and Divination: The Formation of a Latin Discourse,’ Journal of Roman Studies. Vol. 76  33-47

Beard, M., 2015.  SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome. London: Profile Books Ltd

Burriss, E.E., ‘Cicero’s Religious Unbelief,’ Classical Weekly 17.13 (1924), 101-103
Goar, R., ‘The Purpose of De Divinatione,’ Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 99 (1968), 241-248: .

Hackforth, R. 1970. ‘Dialogue, Greek’. Oxford Classical Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Oxford Classical Dictionary Dialogue, Greek’, 1972, Oxford Classical Dictionary, N.G.L. Hammond, H.H. Scullard (Eds.) 337
Schofield, M., ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, Journal of Roman Studies 76 (1986), 47-65
Tempest, K., 2014.  Cicero: Politics and Persuasion in Ancient Rome. London & New York: Bloomsbury Academic

� Cic. De Div. 373 2.4 He refers to the death of Caesar as ‘some most grievous cause’


� Tempest, 2011: xiv


� Cic. De Div. 231 1.8


� Cic. De Div. 373 2.3


� Cic. De Div., 231 1.7


� Cic. On The Gods. Ross. 1972 Introduction. 18


� Cic. De Div. 375 2.6


� Tempest, 2011. 19


� Cic. On The Gods. Ross, 1972. Introduction. 9


� Burriss. 1924. 101


� Tempest. 2011. 28


� Tempest. 2011. xiii


� Cic. On The Gods.  Ross. 1972.  Introduction. 10


� Cic. De Divinatione, 377 2.7


�Hackforth.1972. 337


� Cic. On The Gods. Ross. 1972.  Introduction. 26


� Cic. De Div. 411 2.36


� Cic. De Div. 231 1.6


� Cic. De Divi231 1.8


� Beard. 2015. 53-54


� Cic. De Div. 223 1.1


� Cic. De Div. 223 1.1-2


� Cic. De Div. 227 1.5


� Cic. De Div. 229 1.5-6


� Cic. De Div. 229 1.6


� Schofield. 1986. 48


� Cic. De Div. 373. 2.3


� Cic. On The Gods. 235. 3.94-95


� Schofield. 1986. 47


� Beard, 1986. 43


� Cic. De Div. 234-5 1.10


� Cic. De Div. 237-241. 1.13-14


� Cic. De Div. 241. 1.16.


� Cic. De Div.317-9. 1.86


� Cic. De Div. 251-3. 1.24


� Cic. De Div. 289. 1.58-9.


� Cic. De Div. 291-5. 1.60-64


� Cic, De Div. 299-301. 1.68-9


� Cic. De Div. 379. 2.8


� Cic. De Div. 379. 2.9


� Cic. De Div. 379-83. 2. 9-12


� Cic. De Div.  391-3. 2.20-21


� Cic.  De Div. 395-7. 2.23-4


� Cic. De Div. 241. 1.15


� Beard, 1986. 41


� Cic.  De Div. 451. 2.70


� Cic. De Div. 451. 2.70


� Cic. De Div. 521-3. 2.135


� Cic. De Div. 529. 2.141


� Burriss. 102


� Goar. 1968. 246 


� Beard, 1986. 44


� Cic.  De Div. 409 2.35


� Cic. De Nat. Deo. 13. 1.10






