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[bookmark: OLE_LINK24] A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against Divination in De Divinatione
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[bookmark: OLE_LINK23]Introduction 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK16]
[bookmark: OLE_LINK15]	This essay critically reviews Cicero’s work: On Divination (De Divinatione), edited and translated by W. A. Falconer in 1923.[footnoteRef:1] De Divinatione is structured as a dialogue between Cicero and his brother, Quintus, in which the two discuss the existence and rationality of divination. The essay examines the perspectives of both sides of the argument and provides an analysis of this philosophical and literary work, which incorporates elements of divine revelation and a dramatic method of reasoning.  [1:  Marcus Tullius Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione), ed. and trans. by William Armistead Falconer, Book I-2, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1923) <https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/marcus_tullius_cicero-de_divinatione/1923/pb_LCL154.223.xml?rskey=fu9u5X&result=1>.] 

	In terms of structure, this essay is divided into three main sections. The first section outlines the context of De Divinatione, including the political climate, philosophical trends, the author's academic and professional background, and his writing style. The second section summarises the content of the text, identifying its structural divisions and refining the key arguments presented by the two characters separately. And the third, also the central portion, mainly discusses the clash of views in On Divination, particularly focusing on the logic, evidence cited, philosophical perspectives, and political context, among other aspects.

Context: Rome in Turmoil and Its Philosophical Currents 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK11][bookmark: OLE_LINK6][bookmark: OLE_LINK20]	As De Divinatione unfolds with a conversation between Cicero and his brother, Quintus, much of its contextual and environmental background can be extrapolated from the dialogues themselves. Originally written in Latin during the late Roman Republic, although this treatise does not explicitly state when it was composed, it mentions Caesar's death.[footnoteRef:2] it can be reasonably inferred that it was completed between 45 and 43 Before Christ, after Caesar’s assassination but before Cicero’s own death. The English translation discussed in this essay indicates that the text was probably finished in August 45 Before Christ.[footnoteRef:3] The Roman Republic came to an end, and so did Cicero's life, De Divinatione being the product of his later years, before which he had published several speeches, translations, and literary works.  [2:  Cicero, On Divination, 1.119. (1.119 means subsection 119 of Book I. Same for relevant footnotes thereafter.)]  [3:  Cicero, On Divination, p. 214.] 

Also, in terms of the political environment. Throughout De Divinatione, Cicero and his brother make frequent references to instances where augures and haruspices played a role in warfare, political decision-making, and philosophy schools, which lead to the assumption that divination was not a marginal practice but a deeply embedded institution within Roman society, shaping its cultural, religious, and even royal spheres. Beyond its historical timeframe, the editor describes the background of the author Cicero, a highly educated statesman who served as praetor, governor of Asia, and legatus, all while cultivating a profound engagement with literature.[footnoteRef:4] W. Lucas Collins, in his biography of Cicero, provides a more detailed account: a distinguished advocate,[footnoteRef:5] prosecutor,[footnoteRef:6] orator,[footnoteRef:7] and philosopher,[footnoteRef:8] as well as a member of the College of Augurs[footnoteRef:9] and so on. It can be summarised that Cicero had a reputation in both politics and philosophy and possessed great eloquence. This multifaceted identity placed Cicero at the intersection of political authority, legal expertise, philosophical thought and religious tradition, equipping him with both the rhetorical skill and the intellectual breadth to examine the practice of divination critically. [4:  Cicero, On Divination, p. 215.]  [5:  William Lucas Collins, Cicero (Project Gutenberg, 2004) <https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11448/pg11448-images.html> [accessed 25 December 2020], Chapter I.]  [6:  Collins, Cicero, Chapter II.]  [7:  Ibid, Chapter II-III.]  [8:  Ibid, Chapter XI.]  [9:  Ibid, Chapter XII.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK7]	In parallel to the political elements, numerous philosophical schools are explicitly addressed in De Divinatione. Given Cicero’s extensive education and intellectual output above, it is evident that he was not an outsider in the field of philosophy, but rather an active participant in the elite philosophical discourse of his time. The text reveals that Cicero had many philosophers or literati friends, such as Posidonius, Cratippus, Aesopus and others.[footnoteRef:10] He also references major figures from classical philosophy, including Plato, Aristotle and Stoics. Although he was exposed to a multitude of philosophical thought, he just defines himself as a skeptic in Book II, unwilling to make absolute claims. However, as a character in the conversation, Cicero adopts the stance of an Academician, positioning himself against the Stoics. This is evident when he refers to the Stoics as “you Stoic.”[footnoteRef:11] and the Academics as “us Academicians”.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Cicero, On Divination, 1.6, 1.70, 1.95 respectively.]  [11:  Ibid, 2.21, 2.36-37, 2.41 and so on.]  [12:  Ibid, 1.6.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK22][bookmark: OLE_LINK9]	As for the style of the text, Cicero’s use of dialogue is probably influenced by the philosophical literary tradition, particularly that of ancient Greek philosophers such as Plato. His classic work Republic is an example of dialogic genre. Several of Cicero's own works, De re publica, De Legibus and others, all unfold in this dialogical style. The dialogical form leads the reader to view different perspectives and does not impose some kind of one-sided conclusion or point of thought, to maintain an open mind throughout. And these characters involved in the dialogues are possessed of specific genders, personalities, experiences, and identities, like Cicero and his brother, which gives the dialogues a theatrical quality, adding readability to an esoteric and difficult philosophical text. McCoy argues that the dialogue form allows readers to become the "midwife" of philosophical ideas, guiding them to "try on" various perspectives through the voices of the characters.[footnoteRef:13] In De Divinatione, however, the dialogue is less dynamic. Rather than an immediate exchange of opposing views, Book I sees Quintus defending divination, while Cicero presents a unified rebuttal in Book II. The text in two books is dense. It is difficult for readers to retain all the information from Book I when confronted with Cicero’s counterarguments in Book II.  [13:  Marina McCoy, ‘Perspectivism and the Philosophical Rhetoric of the Dialogue Form’, Plato Journal, 16 (2017), 49–57, <DOI: 10.14195/2183-4105_16_5>, pp. 51-55.] 


Summary of the Text: A Debate on Divination Between Two Brothers 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK19]De Divinatione is divided into two books, structured as a conversation between Cicero and his brother Quintus. This essay references Fox's interpretation of characterization in Cicero's writings. In this context, Cicero and his brother, Quintus, are two characters subject to fictionalized deductions, representing ‘the dramatization of two opposing philosophical positions’.[footnoteRef:14] Thus, all subsequent discussions about their arguments should be understood as reflections of character roles rather than their actual philosophical stances. In both books, the dialogue does not begin immediately. Book I opens with a preliminary discussion on the etymological, historical, religious, and philosophical contexts of divination. It is not until section 1.8 that the scene is fully set: ‘For the sake of a stroll we (Cicero and Quintus) had gone to the Lyceum​ which is the name of my upper gymnasium, when Quintus remarked: … ‘.[footnoteRef:15] The detailed scene-setting creates an immersive atmosphere, and the philosophical exchange formally begins. While in Book II, the beginning of the text (2.1-2.8) is a statement about the purpose of this work—Cicero hoped to be able to use philosophy or literature to influence politics and education.[footnoteRef:16] Both prefaces are thoughtful and well-edited, but their placement at the beginning of two separate books without a clear connection can be confusing. [14:  Matthew Fox, ‘Divination, History, and Superstition’, Cicero’s Philosophy of History (2007), 209-240 <DOI: 9780199211920.001.0001>, pp. 209-210.]  [15:  Cicero, On Divination, 1.8.]  [16:  Ibid, 2.1-2.8.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK21]Coming to the center of the dialogue, the two brothers debate whether divination is reasonable and whether it truly exists. In Book I, Quintus presents several key arguments in support of divination: a) God exists, cares about mankind and sends down guidance through divination.[footnoteRef:17] b) Historical experience and long-term observation affirm the value of divination. One does not need to understand the underlying causes—merely recognizing consistent correlations between events and outcomes is sufficient for divinatory practice.[footnoteRef:18] c) Divination can be classified into arts divination and natural divination.[footnoteRef:19] d) As a technique based on speculation and generalization, divination is not infallible; errors are inevitable. But in most cases, it remains a reliable means of revealing truth.[footnoteRef:20] e) Natural divination comes from divine intervention and provocation. The more the soul is detached from the body—whether in dreams, states of frenzy, or near-death experiences—the greater its prophetic abilities.[footnoteRef:21]  [17:  Ibid, 1.9-1.10 and others.]  [18:  Ibid, 1.12-1.16 and others.]  [19:  Ibid, 1.11 and others.]  [20:  Ibid, 1.24-25 and others.]  [21:  Ibid, 2.9-2.11 and others.] 

Book II is entirely Cicero's rebuttal of all the arguments presented by Quintus. His main counterpoints are as follows: a) Divination is irrelevant in any situation where knowledge is acquired through the sensory perception. Fields such as logic, dialectics, and natural sciences operate independently of divination.[footnoteRef:22] b) Science, art, medicine, astronomy, law and other disciplines do not rely on divination. Instead, one should turn to a professional in these field for help rather than turning to diviners.[footnoteRef:23] c) By chance, it means that there is no cause, no sign, and then there is no way to arrive at a divination pattern through observation and summarization. Therefore, chance events can not be predicted by empiricism.[footnoteRef:24] d) If fatalism is true and the future is predetermined, then knowing the future is a bad thing, rendering divination unnecessary.[footnoteRef:25] e) Divination lack both regional uniformity and temporal consistency. Interpretations vary across different cultures and periods, making it impossible to establish a systematic framework through long-term observation.[footnoteRef:26] f) The existence of God is not a given, and even if God does exist, there is no necessary causal link between divine will and the practice of divination.[footnoteRef:27] g) Divination is often rife with political manipulation, ambiguous predictions, and practitioners of questionable credibility.[footnoteRef:28] For a more in-depth examination of how these arguments intersect and challenge each other, a critical analysis will be developed in the following section. [22:  Ibid, 1.60-110 and others.]  [23:  Ibid, 2.9-2.12 and others.]  [24:  Ibid, 2.15-25 and others.]  [25:  Cicero, On Divination, 2.20-24 and others.]  [26:  Ibid, 2.28-82 and others.]  [27:  Ibid, 1.8-1.10 and others.]  [28:  Ibid, 2.70-2.144 and others.] 


Critical Analysis: Divine Will, Fate, Philosophy, or Politics? 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK12]	In the sequence of arguments presented, the first point of contention in De Divinatione—one that runs throughout the text—is whether or not gods exist and whether or not they are necessarily connected to divination. Quintus, adhering to the Stoic belief system, asserts that God exists and cares for mankind, which leads to the deduction that divination is related either a direct divine will or a result of God’s ordering of the world as a whole. In contrast, Cicero delivers a sharp rebuttal, arguing that if the premise itself is false (or unprovable), then subsequent reasoning will be meaningless. So, Quintus needs to argue why God exists first and why God must be a moral, kind, and great being. On the subject of God, Cicero also remarked that ‘it is the height of folly to hold the gods as the direct agents and not to inquire into the causes of such things’.[footnoteRef:29] In Book II, many of Cicero's counterpoints use a similarly sharp and mocking tone, evaluating those who believe in divination as foolish, insane, superstitious, or deceived. This stance appears somewhat contradictory to his self-positioning: a skptic, who avoids extreme judgments. On one hand, this intense rhetorical style could be a deliberate dramatic device, stimulating people to think about multiple perspectives. On the other hand, according to several examples of political and military divination that he mentioned, there was a phenomenon of “forced auspices”[footnoteRef:30] and political fraudulent divination in Rome at that time.[footnoteRef:31] His vehement rejection of divination may, therefore, stem not only from philosophical skepticism but also from his deep aversion to these manipulative practices. Embedded within this forceful critique is a second battleground of debate: whether to trace the reasons why divination works.  [29:  Ibid, 2.55.]  [30:  Ibid, 1.27 and others.]  [31:  Ibid, 2.42-2.43 and others.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]Scholar Man concluded the ancient Stoic cosmology that all the objects and signs of the universe are governed by the same rational order.[footnoteRef:32] Linking this to Quintus's defense of divination with empiricism, and natural philosophy, rather than simply shouting slogans and fervent beliefs, it becomes clear that Stoicism is not a school of thought totally reliant on religion, faith, or imagination. Then, Why does Quintus insist on abandoning the tracing of causes on the subject of divination, and considering only the accuracy of the results? On this issue, Quintus presents a compelling argument that is both logical and grounded in observable reality. Logically, he contends that some causal relationships are beyond current human knowledge.[footnoteRef:33] To illustrate this, he cites the example of medicinal herbs: in his time, people did not yet understand why certain plants could heal wounds, yet their efficacy was undeniable.[footnoteRef:34] In ancient Rome, where microscopes, computers, the Internet, or advanced knowledge of medicine did not exist, it was reasonable and appropriate to let go of the obsession with causes and focus on result. In contrast Cicero's retort is much weaker. He does not directly respond to Cicero's example of herbs (or other suitable cases) and ignores Quintus's consequentialist viewpoint, still repeatedly asking “what are the reasons for…?”. But he instead argues that the results themselves are either too accidental to attribute, or that there is a faulty reconstruction or some kind of trickery. This brings a third point of contention, “chance”. [32:  Andrei-Tudor Man, ‘The Role of Divination in the Stoic System’, Hermeneia 23 (2019), 155–74, p. 156.]  [33:  Cicero, On Divination, 1.86.]  [34:  Ibid, 1.13-1.16.] 

	Quintus defines divination as ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’.[footnoteRef:35] Cicero believed that “by chance”, meaning events with no signs and no patterns, could not be classified under the empiricism espoused by Quintus. Apparently, the brothers disagreed on the definition of “chance”. The two examples of chance explicitly mentioned by Quintus: one is a special events of small probability (rolling 100 Venuses)[footnoteRef:36], while the other is an incident that can be clearly connected to the foreshadowing (Arretium falling directly in front of the statue of Jupiter from his horse).[footnoteRef:37] In both cases, chance is not perceived as random chaos but as something directive, which can be used as experiences to support divination practices with other similarly omens. Cicero, on the other hand, introduces an additional perspective on chance: if fate is given, then chance is contrary to the doctrine of determinism and therefore unpredictable. This argument assumes that fate follows a fixed, quantifiable trajectory, allowing no room for deviation. If Quintus or the Stoics could show that there is tolerance and variety in the trajectories of fate, or that the gods may be amused to set up chances deliberately, Cicero's argument would be undermined. [35:  Ibid, 1.14.]  [36:  Ibid, 1.23.]  [37:  Ibid 1.125.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK13]It is worth noting that throughout his argument, Quintus quotes numerous historical records, dream descriptions, real-life examples, and poems (even from Cicero’s own) to support his claims. Many of these examples are unique and reinforce the mysterious and divine nature of divination. However, Cabrera critically commented that Quintus used enumerative induction and ‘Book I is to overwhelm the reader with examples so as to compel belief in his central claim by brute force’.[footnoteRef:38] Quintus presents an extensive collection of cases but dedicates less effort to exploring the philosophical core of his argument, almost as if hoping to win by sheer numbers—implying that “I have more examples, therefore I am right.” In addition, the reliability of his evidence is significantly weakened by his reliance on literature, poetry, and unverifiable historical anecdotes. Although Cicero challenges the strength of Quintus's quotations from literature, he himself quotes a lot of poetry. And he spends most of his time “debunking” the cases Quintus cites, rather than introducing a wealth of counterexamples of his own. Moreover, both two characters display a somewhat disordered approach in their citation of written works and presentation of evidence. Schofield commented that ‘It is leisurely and expansive … with comparatively little exposition or criticism of Greek philosophical positions.’.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Frank Cabrera, ‘Evidence and Explanation in Cicero’s on Divination’, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part A, 82 (2020), 34–43, <DOI: 10.1016/j.shpsa.2019.12.004>, pp. 35-36.]  [39:  Malcolm Schofield, ‘Cicero for and against Divination’, Journal of Roman Studies, 76 (1986), 47–65 <http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/300365>, p. 50.] 

Furthermore, there is an inconsistency in Quintus's attitude on the purpose of destiny prediction. He argues that it was not advisable to ignore the terrible portents, but rather confronted appropriately, with measures taken in advance to mitigate their effects.[footnoteRef:40] Yet, when discussing Caesar’s case, Quintus states that the ominous signs were meant to foretell his death rather than prevent it. Similarly, inconsistencies can be found in Cicero’s position. For instance, at the beginning Cicero considers divination as a widely accepted ancient practice, a doctrine passed down from our ancestors.[footnoteRef:41] However, by Book II, he adopts a markedly different tone, using sarcasm to dismiss the beliefs of ancient civilizations as products of ignorance.[footnoteRef:42] Considering that Cicero himself had been an augur and identified as a skeptic, the emergence of such extreme attitudes seems peculiar. And, when examining Cicero’s writing outside of the dialogue (prologue & conclusion), Cicero's phrase is very moderate. This suggests that the sharp rhetoric and inconsistencies within the dialogue are intentional rather than accidental. As Fox and Collins say, De Divinatione does not necessarily reflect Cicero’s personal opposition to divination. At times, Cicero is playing the part of the public protesting against divination, and at other times he is dramatizing a certain philosophical position. [40:  Cicero, On Divination, 1.29.]  [41:  Ibid, 1.1.]  [42:  Ibid, 2.80.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK14]Returning to the written context, both timeline (the Roman Republic ended in 27 Before Christ) and the frequent references to wars in De Divinatione suggest that Rome was far from a period of peace and stability. W. Lucas Collins, in his biography of Cicero, gives a more detailed circumstance surrounding the composition of the text. Cicero was experiencing political disillusionment and a sense of displacement. He left Rome and completed his treatise De Divinatione as well as Old Age and On the Nature of the Gods.[footnoteRef:43] Against this backdrop, Cicero's use of the lines ‘leisure … there is nothing else at this time that I can do with pleasure’[footnoteRef:44] can be seen as both a reflection of his personal situation and, quite possibly, an instance of self-deprecation and irony. Deligiannis also focused on the word “leisure” and stated that leisure had a negative connotation within the Roman aristocracy. Cicero was excluded from political action, and writing became a substitute for his political activity.[footnoteRef:45] This is reflected in the foreword of Book 2, where he seeks to use literature to influence politics. His objective, as he states, is to challenge excessive superstitions while preserving reverence for genuine religious belief.[footnoteRef:46] Likewise, it may also be a sideways description of the complex mindset of Cicero, wavering on the traditional system. [43:  William Lucas Collins, Cicero (Project Gutenberg, 2004) <https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11448/pg11448-images.html> [accessed 25 December 2020], Chapter VI.]  [44:  Cicero, On Divination, 1.10-11.]  [45:  Ioannis Deligiannis, ed., Cicero in Greece, Greece in Cicero: Aspects of Reciprocal Reception from Classical Antiquity to Byzantium and Modern Greece (Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2024) <https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111292779>, pp. 27-28.]  [46:  Cicero, On Divination, 2.1-2.7.] 


Conclusion 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK17]By reviewing De Divinatione, including its writing style, structure and detailed ideas of both two characters, this philosophical and literary work, written at the end of the Roman Republic and near the end of Cicero's life, demonstrates illuminating insights into the rationality (or irrationality) of divination. Quintus aligns with Stoic thought, approving the existence of gods and the value of divination. Cicero, stood in opposition, arguing that divination had decayed, serves no purpose, lacks inherent rationality, and that the process of divination was full of doubts. Both brothers cite numerous historical, literary, and real-life examples to support their argument. However, some of the citations are not reliable. The two sides disagree on the actual accuracy of the divination, but neither side provides clear statistical probabilities to substantiate their claims. Moreover, the extensive use of examples and quotations weakens the clarity of the overall structure and hampers the logical flow of the text. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK18]As a piece of classic philosophical dialogue genre, Cicero and his brother Quintus output their views more as characters in De Divinatione. But this work adopts a dialogue format with large, concentrated discussion rather than a back-and-forth dialogue, making the interaction less vivid than one might expect from a dramatic philosophical conversation. In terms of the confrontation of views, the empiricism of the Stoic school, which emphasizes results over causes, is not forcefully refuted. And Cicero's false premise view is even stronger when it comes to the existence of the gods and the relationship between them and divination. There are obvious inconsistencies and extreme tones in this article, but when considering the dramatic context and Cicero’s personal circumstances at the time, the effect may be to activate the reader's reflection on differing perspectives. Alternatively, it may serve as an indirect expression of Cicero’s own ambivalence toward the traditional system, revealing a man caught between skepticism and a lingering respect for Rome’s ancestral customs. 
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