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HPCA7027
A Critical Review of Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De defectu oraculorum (On the
Obsolescence of Oracles)
Word Count: 3299


This essay critically reviews Plutarch’s De defectu oraculorum (On the Obsolescence of Oracles),[footnoteRef:1] a dialogue probably composed between 79 and 87 CE.[footnoteRef:2] Along with De E apud Delphos and De Pythiae oraculis, this text belongs to the group of Moralia addressed  as Pythian[footnoteRef:3] (or Delphic)[footnoteRef:4] dialogues, according to an expression that Plutarch himself used in the dedication at the beginning of De E apud Delphos: ‘πυθικων λογον’,[footnoteRef:5] (Pythian dialogues). These texts contain Plutarch’s reflections about divination, both showing his personal involvement as a priest of Apollo in Delphi, and revealing details about oracolar practice. [1:  Plutarch, The Obsolescence of Oracles (De defectu oraculorum): F.C. Babbitt (trans.), Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, Harvard University Press, Cambridge MA 1936. Henceforth: “De defectu”, followed by the number and letter of the section.]  [2:  R.M. Ogilvie, ‘The Date of the De Defectu Oraculorum’. Phoenix 21, n. 2 (Summer, 1967), Classical Association of Canada, p. 119. ]  [3:  R. Flacelière, Introduction: Plutarch, Flacelière (transl.), Œuvres morales. Dialogues Pythiques, Tome VI, Société d’ Édition Les Belles Lettres, Paris 1974, p. VII; Goldschmidt, ‘Les thèmes du De defectu oraculorum de Plutarque’. Revue des Études Grecques 61 (1948), n. 284/385, p. 298; Ogilvie (1967), p. 109.]  [4:  R. Lamberton, Plutarch, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, 2001, p. 155.]  [5:  Plutarch, The E at Delphi (De E apud Delphos): F.C. Babbitt (trans.), Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, Harvard University Press, Cambridge MA 1936, 384E. Henceforth: “De E”, followed by the number and letter of the section. See also Flacelière, (1974), p. VII. ] 

Born in the Boeotian town of Chaeronea (40-45 – 120-125 CE),[footnoteRef:6] Plutarch left a large corpus of writings, comprising biographical accounts of illustrious men and the so-called Moralia, a collection of essays concerning ethics, politics, philosophy and religion. In his mature years, he spent most of his life in Delphi as a permanent priest at the oracle. He studied in Athens under the guidance Ammonius, ‘devoting myself to mathematics with the greatest enthusiasm, although I was destined soon to pay all honour to the maxim “Nothing in excess” when I joined the Academy’, he wrote.[footnoteRef:7] As John Dillon points out, we can infer that not only did Plutarch encounter the Pythagorean mathematical mysticism, but he was rather passionate about it, and joining the Academy tempered his Pythagorean interests with Platonic philosophy.[footnoteRef:8] The influence of the Platonic-Pythagorean revival present in the Greek philosophical environments[footnoteRef:9] is visible, for Plato is mentioned 25 times in this dialogue, and Plutarch composed a specific comment on the Timaeus, De animae procreatione in Timaeo; Pythagoras is named but once, yet some concepts – the two supreme principles, the symbolic value of numbers or the notions of middle term, proportion, harmony – are close to the Pythagorean tradition, as highlighted by John Dillon and Elsa G. Simonetti.[footnoteRef:10] [6:  F.E. Brenk, Frederick E. Brenk on Plutarch, Religious Thinker and Biographer, Brill, Leiden 2017, p. 10. ]  [7:  De E, 387F. See also J. Dillon, Pythagoreanism in Plutarch: Plutarch, On the Daimonion of Socrates, D. Russell, G. Cawkwell, W. Deuse, J. Dillon, H.G. Nesselrath, R. Parker, C. Pelling, S. Schröder (intr., text, transl. and interpret. essays), Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen 2010, p. 139.]  [8:  Dillon (2010), p. 139. ]  [9:  Brenk (2017), p. 18.]  [10:  Dillon (2010), p. 140; E.G. Simonetti, A Perfect Medium? Oracular Divination in the Thought of Plutarch, Leuven University Press, Louven 2017, p. 85n-86n, 105-106.] 

Plutarch never appears in the dialogue, and even though the narrator talking in the first person is his own brother Lamprias – who intervenes unexpectedly, Lamberton points out,[footnoteRef:11] only in the fifth section of the text – the identification of Plutarch’s thought to Lamprias’ words is neither self-evident nor sufficient. As a matter of fact, while the literary genre of the dialogue allows the author to conceal himself in anonymity, it also promotes the possibility to explore an issue from different perspectives without necessarily partaking in any of them openly.[footnoteRef:12] Nevertheless, Plutarch’s point of view can be deduced through the voice and the actions of the characters.  [11:  Lamberton (2001), p. 156.]  [12:  S. Schröder, Plutarch on Oracles and Divine Inspiration: Plutarch, On the Daimonion of Socrates (2010), p. 156.] 

The discussion involves seven participants: the grammarian Demetrius, journeying back from Britain; the theologian Cleombrotus of Sparta, a traveller ‘fond of seeing things and of acquiring knowledge […] to serve as a basis for a philosophy that had its end and aim theology’;[footnoteRef:13] the philosopher Ammonius, the very mentor of Plutarch in Athens, an authoritative voice in the dialogue;[footnoteRef:14] Lamprias, brother of Plutarch; Heracleon of Megara; Philip the historian; the Cynic Didymus Planetiades, who, despite appearing very briefly, embodies the prototype of the Cynic philosopher – as Simonetti notices – with the walking stick in his hand, and a ‘hyper-realistic and irreverent approach’ that serves the purpose to show how a balanced, educated philosophical discussion should not be conducted.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  De defectu, 410A-B.]  [14:  Schröder (2010), p. 157.]  [15:  Simonetti (2017), pp. 61-64.] 

De defectu oraculorum concerns the issue of a decreased oracular practice in Greece. Apart from the well-established oracles of Delphi or of Lebadeia,[footnoteRef:16] the text reports that many shrines suspended their service and the divine presence in the sites seemed to be ‘somewhat evanescent’.[footnoteRef:17] The dialogue begins with the account, dedicated to Terentius Priscus, of the foundation of Delphi’s oracle, according to which some eagles or swans, flying from the extremity of the earth, met at the very centre (μέσος) of it, where the egg-shaped stone, the omphalos of Delphi, is placed.[footnoteRef:18] The expedient used by Plutarch to initiate the debate is a mysterious circumstance reported by the theologian Cleobrotus, who was told by the priests of Ammon that, for unknown reasons, the everburning lamp was consuming less and less oil as the years went by.  [16:  De defectu, 411F.]  [17:  Ibidem, 411E.]  [18:  De defectu, 409E-F.] 

The dialogue’s enquiry constitutes the starting point of a wider discussion that covers matters of difficult solutions for the limited human mind—and indeed, the dialogue’s conclusion appears not definitive. After having presented the oracles’ situation, Plutarch introduced the question of the divine responsibility in both the decadence of the shrines and in the prophetic responses. Several considerations follow, through which Plutarch’s perspective can be inferred; first of all, he manifests a strong criticism against all those who lack of ‘moderation and propriety’, namely the Epicureans, ‘who make the god responsible for nothing’ and everything occurs by chance, and the Stoics, ‘who make him responsible for all things’;[footnoteRef:19] both these opinions are dangerous, since they lead either to atheism or to superstition.[footnoteRef:20] The necessity to find a justification that could save the benevolence of Providence, and preserve and fill the ontological gap between god and the human beings leads to the postulation of the existence of δαίμονες, the demigods or demons, ‘midway between gods and men’;[footnoteRef:21] consequently, a discussion about their status, their role in the oracle and their relationship with the deities, especially Apollo, and the humankind, in particular the Delphic Pythia, unfolds. Here it is crucial the exposition of the Platonic theory of the double cause by Lamprias, since it provides the most comprehensive, yet provisional,[footnoteRef:22] explanation of the issues in the text. At the end of the dialogue, Plutarch focuses his attention on the interrelation between theology, philosophy, psychology, and the practical aspects of the oracular sacred procedure; the importance conferred to the latter is highlighted by the tragic event of the death of a Pythia due to some disregards towards the ritual customs and ominous signs; the discussion on the role of the Pythia as a prophetic instrument becomes the central issue of the cognate dialogue De Pythiae. Moreover, Plutarch includes an apparent diversion in which the possibility of a plurality of worlds is argued; this provides the occasion to reinforce the criticism to the Epicureans as well as to relate the text with De E apud Delphi, in which the symbolism of number five, introduced in De defectu oraculorum, is further explored.  [19:  De defectu, 414F.]  [20:  Plutarch, Isis and Osiris (De Iside et Osiride); F.C. Babbitt (trans.), Loeb Classical Library, Moralia vol. V, Harvard University Press, Cambridge MA 1936, 378A. Henceforth: “De Iside”, followed by the number and letter of the section.]  [21:  De defectu, 415A.]  [22:  Ibidem, 438D. See also Schröder (2010), p. 157.] 

Plutarch was one of the two priest (ιερέας)[footnoteRef:23] in charge at the temple of Apollo in Delphi; while he had an active role in performing sacrifices or guiding processions,[footnoteRef:24] he was also a pious theologian who explicitly argued against ‘superstition which is no less an evil than atheism’,[footnoteRef:25] as he told the priestess Clea in De Iside et Osiride, while instructing her about the importance of maintaining a reverent and philosophical attitude, observing the rites of worship and pursuing the belief in the true nature of the gods. The purpose of De defectu was therefore not to express a criticism of the oracular activity, but rather to defend the reputation of the Delphic shrine, to reaffirm the eternal presence of a benign divine Providence and to prevent that the decline of the prophetic activity in Greece could affect people’s true faith in the existence of gods. In order to pursue his aim, Plutarch opted for the dialectical method already used by Plato as a device to present philosophical issues; the Platonic dialogue – a more specific development of the Socratic dialogue genre, according to Charles H. Kahn and Christopher Gill[footnoteRef:26] – is a form of philosophical enquiry conducted through questions and answers that allows the analysis of a variety of aspects around a specific issue, with the purpose of approaching the knowledge of the good and truth as much as human reason possibly can. With a similar intent, Plutarch openly expressed his methodology through his characters. Solid premises are the necessary starting point for a discussion in which the risk of falling into contradictions must be constantly monitored;[footnoteRef:27] this allows the real philosopher to make progress in his quest ‘toward the probable truth’.[footnoteRef:28] Any discourse needs to develop from the observation of ‘natural phenomena’,[footnoteRef:29] and to draw rational arguments from empirical evidence. The final step of the philosophical research entails the induction of theoretical considerations out of data and anecdotes, for small things can be indications of great things.[footnoteRef:30] The guidance of the rational principle, as Simonetti remarks, is a ‘recurrent pattern of the dialogue’,[footnoteRef:31] in line with Plato’s account for the origins of the cosmos, in which the deity ‘set it [the substance] in order and fitted it together by the use of proportions and means’, ‘establishing Reason in each [substance] as a governor and guardian’,[footnoteRef:32] as Lamprias recalls in the dialogue.  [23:  Jaillard, D. ‘Plutarch et la divination: la piété d’un prêtre philosophe’. Revue de l’histoire des religions 2 (2007), p. 150; Simonetti (2017), p. 113.]  [24:  Plutarch, An seni respublica gerenda sit: G. Pisano (intr. and transl.), Tutti i moralia, Bompiani, Milano 2017, 792F. See also Jaillard (2007), p. 152.]  [25:  De Iside, 355D.]  [26:  C.H. Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1999, p. XIV; C., Gill The Platonic Dialogue: M.L. Gill, P. Pellegrin (eds.), A Companion to Ancient Philosophy, Blackwell Publishing, Malden – Oxford, 2012, p. 136.]  [27:  De defectu, 420A.]  [28:  Ibidem, 418F.]  [29:  Ibidem, 420F-421A.]  [30:  Ibidem, 410E. See also Simonetti (2017), p. 72.]  [31:  Ibidem, p. 67.]  [32:  De defectu, 430E. Plutarch probably refers to Plato, Timaeus: W.R.M. Lamb (transl), vol. IX, Harvard University Press, Cambridge MA 1925, 30A-B. Henceforth: “Timaeus”, followed by the number and letter of the section.] 

Plutarch conveys through the text the idea that the true Platonic philosopher ‘eager to seek’ truth with ‘sympathetic hearing and freedom of statement’,[footnoteRef:33] needs to move ‘cautiously’ amongst ‘obscure’ (μαυρός) theological and philosophical matters that, despite the efforts of the human mind, can eventually only be expressed ‘in an enigmatic way’[footnoteRef:34] and never be fully comprehended due to the ontological difference between humankind and god.[footnoteRef:35] Indeed, as stated in De E apud Delphi, [33:  De defectu, 431D. ]  [34:  Ibidem, 420F.]  [35:  De E, 392B. ] 


‘our beloved Apollo finds a remedy and a solution for the problems connected with our life by the oracular responses […] but the problems connected with our power to reason it seems that he himself launches and propounds to him who is by nature inclined to the love of knowledge’.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Ibidem, 384E-F.] 


Prerogative of Apollo, the most “dialectical” (διαλεκτικώτατος) god, was ‘both to solve and to invent ambiguities’,[footnoteRef:37] as also Heraclitus, reported in the dialogue, expressed about the Delphic god, who ‘neither tells nor conceals, but indicates’.[footnoteRef:38] Despite their enigmatic character, Apollo’s signs revealed to the Pythia are the gifts of Reason, of the only real Being in his uniqueness;[footnoteRef:39] in Plutarch’s view, a theological and hermeneutical approach is but an integral part for the elaboration of a philosophical and rational discourse, as Jaillard explains.[footnoteRef:40]   [37:  Ibidem, 386E. ]  [38:  Ibidem, 404D-E.]  [39:  Ibidem, 393A-B.]  [40:  Jaillard (2007), p. 164.] 

The question of god’s responsibility for the oracles’ decadence is therefore the starting point of the dialogue. Firstly, The Cynic Didymus aggressively blames human ‘wickedness’[footnoteRef:41] for the absence of Providence at the oracles, denying the divine benevolence that is firmly praised by the rest of the group. Plutarch then presents two extremes opinions, followed by a middle way, balanced, solution. At first, Lamprias opts for a materialistic cause, focussing on natural factors, to which Ammonius counterposes the Providence’s reasonable design aiming at humanity’s well-being. Finally, Laprias advances the dualistic concept of a coexistence of two natures, a sensible one and an intelligible one, which he further develops at the end of the dialogue with the double-causation theory: god’s gifts are embodied in matter, but being matter ‘subject to change and disintegration’[footnoteRef:42] by nature, it ‘causes the dissolution of what was created by the most potent instrumentality’.[footnoteRef:43] [41:  De defectu, 413A.]  [42:  Ibidem, 428B.]  [43:  Ibidem, 414D.] 

The need to find a middle term that could bridge the insurmountable chasm between human and divine nature, leads to the introduction of the demons’ (δαίμονές) issue. Cleombrotus admits their existence as ‘midway’, intermediaries between gods and humans, ‘a force to draw together’ and ‘unite our common fellowship’.[footnoteRef:44] Like the moon,[footnoteRef:45] their nature is mutable, complex, liminal between the divine and the human; as demigods, they are regarded and revered like gods but subject to passions, and even mortality, like the human beings. Intermediaries and ‘guardians’,[footnoteRef:46] demons presides the sacred rites, they are ‘prompters in the Mysteries’ as well as ‘avengers of arrogant and grievous cases of injustice’.[footnoteRef:47] In this sense, they also play an important role to safeguard the reputation and honour of the gods to whom ‘sacrifices’,[footnoteRef:48] ‘rapine and wanderings’[footnoteRef:49] narrated in the myths are not appropriate and need to be ascribed to these spirits. Apollo himself, according to the account of a foreigner prophet reported by Cleombrotus, had been a daimon, and only after having slayed the Python and ‘fared forth to another world, […] after eight cycles of the Great Years, pure and truly the ‘Radiant One’ [Φοίβος], he took over the oracle’.[footnoteRef:50] [44:  Ibidem, 415A.]  [45:  Ibidem, 416E.]  [46:  Ibidem, 436F.]  [47:  Ibidem, 417A.]  [48:  Ibidem, 417D.]  [49:  Ibidem, 417E.]  [50:  Ibidem, 421C.] 

The admission of the existence of demons, as stated in the text, is not new amongst Greek thinkers[footnoteRef:51] and Plutarch himself moves his characters towards that direction. Yet, Stephan Schröder expresses some reservations about Plutarch’s belief in the importance of demons in divination.[footnoteRef:52] Plutarch’s interest in the matter seems however undeniable, having also composed a dialogue concerning the case of Socrates’ demon, De genio Socratis, which, despite representing a different kind of divination – a “natural” form divination, according to Cicero’s categories[footnoteRef:53] – still explores the psychological conditions of the divinatory phenomenon. The question about demons had already been debated in Plato’s Symposium, where Diotima demonstrates that Eros is not a god, but rather an ‘intermediate between god and mortal’, ‘interpreting things from men to gods and things from gods to men’:[footnoteRef:54] since ‘god does not mingle with men’,[footnoteRef:55] it is by means of demons that all communications between the two realms can occur. Thus, the presence and active role of daimones at the oracles provides the mid-way solution for Plutarch to reject both the Epicurean idea of an irremediable absence of divine presence and inspiration, and the Stoic immanentism that ‘imagine that the god goes in and out and is present at these cerimonies’.[footnoteRef:56] [51:  Ibidem, 419A.]  [52:  Schröder (2010), p. 157.]  [53:  Cicero, On Divination (De Divinatione): W. A. Falconer (ed. and transl.), Loeb Classical Library, vol. XX, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA 1923, I, 11-12.]  [54:  Plato, Symposium: H.N. Fowler (transl.), vol. IX, Harvard University Press, Cambridge MA 1925, 202D-E.]  [55:  Ibidem, 203A.]  [56:  De defectu, 417A. ] 

As long as demons in charge of the shrines are in situ, oracles thrive, and prophets and prophetess get pervaded by divine “en-thusiasm” (ἔνθεος, god within oneself); their departure is proposed as a cause for the disappearance of sacred inspiration—for, the abandoned oracles ‘lie idle and inarticulate like the instruments of musicians’.[footnoteRef:57] The psychological implications on which Plutarch grounds this hypothesis rely on the definition of daimones as disembodied wandering souls[footnoteRef:58] that, by virtue of a similar nature, are able to communicate with the human soul (ψῡχή), just like informations are conveyed through words or physical contact: ‘it is, therefore, not at all unreasonable or even marvellous that souls meeting souls should create in them impressions of the future’.[footnoteRef:59] Furthermore, thanks to the same affinity, Lamprias postulates that all souls, human and demonic alike, possess an innate and intrinsic oracular power, albeit ‘dim and hardly manifest’[footnoteRef:60] in humans due to their bodily hindrances. Though, thanks to a certain disposition of the body, which is subject to change and is called enthusiasm [ἐνθουσιασμός],[footnoteRef:61] within determined psychological and physical conditions of purity the imaginative faculty of the human soul is able to receive the prophetic impressions of from the god. [57:  Ibidem, 431A-B.]  [58:  Ibidem, 431B.]  [59:  Ibidem, 431C. ]  [60:  Ibidem, 432C. ]  [61:  Ibidem, 432D.] 

In order to explain how divine prophecies can be communicated to human souls, Lamprias re-introduces the Platonic dualistic vision of the cosmos, intended by Plato as a compound ‘of Necessity and Reason’,[footnoteRef:62] and proposes the coexistence of two ispiring sources; such a theory provides Plutarch with yet another occasion to dismiss the excessively univocal perspectives of those, ‘the very earliest theological writers and poets’,[footnoteRef:63] who only consider a superior divine agency, as well as of those, ‘the younger generation […] called physicists or natural philosophers’,[footnoteRef:64] who only seek causation in matter. Relying on Plato, Lamprias finally declares that ‘every form of creation has […] two causes’,[footnoteRef:65] in Platonic words ‘the necessary and the divine’.[footnoteRef:66] While the divine cause of oracular inspiration is attributed to Apollo, the material cause of it is sought in numinous exhalations—a stream sent forth by the earth, a ‘prophetic current and breath’ [μαντικὸν ρεῦμα καὶ πνεῦμα][footnoteRef:67] that, stresses Lamprias, only in very specific, exceptionally sacred places like Delphi,[footnoteRef:68] is imbued with mantic power. He explains that those who, in ancient times, ‘had dedicated the oracle to Apollo and Earth’ ascribed to the sun’s agency the responsibility for ‘the disposition and temperament in the earth’ allowing the inspiring pneuma to emerge. [62:  Timaeus, 48A.]  [63:  De defectu, 436D.]  [64:  Ibidem, 436D-E.]  [65:  Ibidem, 436D.]  [66:  Timaeus, 48A, 68E.]  [67:  De defectu, 432D.]  [68:  Ibidem, 433C.] 

Plutarch devised some allegorical images to express these concepts as clearly as possible. ‘Fair and wise’ ratio[footnoteRef:69] (ἀναλογία) allowed him to combine a visual approach with a Pythagorean-mathematical approach—hence, to compare Apollo’s gift of internal vision with the sunlight’s gift of external vision, divine reason with vision, soul with eyes. The allegory of the musical instrument, encountered previously, is partially employed anew to picture human psyche as some kind of material [ὕλη], perhaps clay or a lyre, while ‘the spirit of inspiration [ἐνθουσιαστικὸν πνεῦμα] and the exhalation’ are imagined as ‘an instrument or a plectrum’ harshly used [ποδίζω] on it—plausibly by the “hand” of god, but Plutarch does not mention it.[footnoteRef:70] Just like a chain of interrelations and analogies, sustained by the existence of some ‘relationship’, ‘affinity and adaptability’[footnoteRef:71] between each one of these chain’s links, Plutarch’s reasoning might be synthesised thusly: the sun, symbol and visible manifestation of the god, analogous to him (yet, not him),[footnoteRef:72] provides light and warmth; the earth of a specifically elected and sacred area like Delphi –symbol of the goddess Earth mentioned by Plutarch – is imbued by this light and warmth, and ingenerates the prophetic pneuma within itself; by virtue of an affinity between the somatic character of earth and body, and of an ‘intimate connection’[footnoteRef:73] between psyche and pneuma, the exhalation’s warmth affects in its turn the well-disposed and pure prophet or the Pythia, opening up ‘certain passages through which impressions of the future are transmitted’.[footnoteRef:74] The active role of daimones is to supervise this delicate mechanism, ‘slackening here and tightening there on occasion’[footnoteRef:75] such that harmony and balance are preserved. [69:  Ibidem, 433E.]  [70:  Ibidem, 436E-F. ]  [71:  Ibidem, 433A-B.]  [72:  Ibidem, 433, D-E.]  [73:  Ibidem, 433D.]  [74:  Ibidem, 432E.]  [75:  Ibidem, 437A.] 

In his capacity as a Delphic priest, Plutarch was involved in the practical aspects of the oracle. Through the dialogue, he explained that the necessary condition for obtaining prophecies is having both the Pythia and the sacrificial victim physically and psychologically pure, free of disturbances. The prophetess, virgin and isolated, ‘should not […] surrender herself to the control of the god when she is not completely unhampered (as if she were a musical instrument, well strung and well tuned)’,[footnoteRef:76] not to succumb to dangerous consequences. For only when the body and the soul of the Pythia are purely untouched, the prophetic faculty, ‘like a tablet without writing, is both irrational and indeterminate […] but receptive of impressions and presentiments’.[footnoteRef:77] For the first time in such a dialogue guided by reason, irrationality is presented as a key element in the mantic process. ‘Just as wine’[footnoteRef:78] – another prophetic vehicle, but with Dionysian character – the pneuma inebriates the clean Pythia’s soul, filling it with enthousiasmos; such an exceptional experience can also arise ‘in dreams or in the hour of the death’[footnoteRef:79] due to similar circumstances. Though, when such conditions are not met, when the harmonious alignment of all the elements of the chain does not occur, the enthusiasm is not generated in the soul or it appears ‘msleading, abnormal’[footnoteRef:80] as one of the signs of god’s unwillingness that should not be dismissed.  [76:  Ibidem, 437D.]  [77:  Ibidem, 432D.]  [78:  Ibidem, 432E.]  [79:  Ibidem, 432C.]  [80:  Ibidem, 438A.] 

Prophecy, then, can only arise with the perfect conjunction of the geographical centre – Delphi’s omphalos – and the chronological centre, the καιρός, the right moment of the perfect alignment between sensible and intelligible world, supported by the presence of demonic spirits. 
To conclude, De defectu oraculorum is an apologetic and aporetic dialogue, aiming at defending the faith in god, the benevolence of Providence and the authority of the oracles; this is pursued by means of a literary form that, on the one hand, allows a balanced, rational discussion of mythos and logos, on the other, is the most appropriate to denounce the intrinsic limits of human nature in the comprehension of god. Indeed, the dialogue cannot reach a solution to the problem, as noted by Robert Lamberton and Victor Goldschmidt,[footnoteRef:81] and the final paragraph ends with an invitation to persist with a constant and careful meditation upon these matters.[footnoteRef:82] [81:  Lamberton (2001), p. 159; Goldschmidt, ‘Les thèmes du De defectu oraculorum de Plutarque’. Revue des Études Grecques 61 (1948), n. 284/385, p. 299.]  [82:  De defectu, 438D.] 

Plutarch, as Jaillard explains, considered ‘practice and intelligence of practice […] two integral sides of the same piety’;[footnoteRef:83] De defectu oraculorum constitutes a gradual manifestation, by means of the dialectical method, of the encounter not only between theology and philosophy, but also between ritual practice and spiritual meditation, in the perpetual attempt – on the theoretical level as well as on the practical level, to preserve the Pythagorean and Platonic harmony, on which ‘the organisation of the world […] is based’,[footnoteRef:84] and to pursue the Delphic saying “nothing in excess”. [83:  ‘La pratique et l’intelligence de la pratique sont les deux faces solidaires d’une même piété’, Jaillard (2007), pp. 169-169. The translation provided is mine.]  [84:  De defectu, 430A.] 
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