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Can the theory and practice of divination help distinguish between magic and religion?

This essay will examine the role of divination within magical and religious practices. It will consider what exactly divination, magic and religion are and how they can be defined. The essay will analyse the blurred boundaries between magic and religion and uncover why the two are inextricably linked. A large proportion of the exploration into the connection between magic and religion will centre around modern understanding of the words ‘magic’ and ‘religion’ which alters how these terms are understood. The paper will primarily consider Greco-Roman religion and magic in Late Antiquity. The Greek Magical Papyri and other ancient texts will be used as case studies in the paper to explore the role of divination in ancient practice and consider how distinct magic and religion were from each other in the Greco-Roman world. The paper aims to contribute to the scholarly discussion regarding whether divination can help distinguish between magic and religious practices. 

First, it is necessary to enquire; what is divination? In the disciplines of classics, history, and anthropology, a plethora of definitions for divination can be found.  Each description aims to encompass the essence of the loaded word, but unfortunately, divination remains a difficult to define word because of its complexities. Blacker and Loewe write:

By divination we mean the attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural being the answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding. Questions about future events, about past disasters whose causes cannot be explained, about things hidden from sight or removed in space, about right conduct in a critical situation, about the time and mode of religious worship and the choice of persons for a particular task – all these have from ancient times and in all parts of the world been the subject of divinatory enquiry

The definition has been fleshed out more by Blacker and Loewe, but the basic tenant does not differ from the definition of divination written by Cicero almost two thousand years earlier, which is about explaining the unexplainable past and future. Cicero defines divination as ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance.’

An online definition by Gilbert and Park discuss the depth and breadth of divination across societies. They too attribute divination to a human attempt at understanding incomprehensible situations. They also begin to specify particular divinatory practices in their definition: 

Divination is found in all societies, ancient and modern, though methods vary. In the West, psychics claim innate ability to predict the future, and horoscopes, palm reading, and tarot cards are popular methods of divination. Other methods involve or have involved interpreting dreams, discovering omens in natural events, reading the entrails of animals, casting lots, and consulting oracles. Divination has long been viewed as the province of specially gifted persons, such as prophets, shamans, and magicians.
 

This definition is notable in this essay because it mentions both prophets and magicians. Prophets are generally associated with religion where magicians are associated with magic. Even in the infantile unpacking of divination in a small definition, before it is studied in more complex detail, it is evident already that the theory of divination weaves between magic and religion. An underlying theme in all divination definitions is about a thirst for knowledge within man. Heather writes that ‘the wish to know what is going to happen is deeply rooted and widely spread among men.’
 The Collins English Dictionary defines divination as ‘the art, practice, or gift of discerning or discovering future events or unknown things, as though by supernatural powers.’
 

The aforementioned definitions of divination engage mostly with the theory of divination; only a couple touch upon divination in practice. Divination in practice can be expressed in numerous ways, one of which is communication with the divinities.
 This can be done by speaking to the gods during religious prayer, or through ritual magic.
 Here, in the practice of divination, using communication with divinities as a way to differentiate between religion and magic is difficult because both parties practice connecting with the divine and speaking to divinities. Other examples of divination in practice include the reading of the universe, which those who follow divination systematically ascribe orderliness to.
 Additionally, divination in practice has been employed in enchantment, which itself was considered as the direct experience of a meaningful world.

Much like divination, the definition of magic is ‘notoriously difficult’ but generally definitions angle themselves towards the concept of achieving a goal.
  For example, the Shorter Oxford Dictionary gives a standard view, defining it as 'the pretended art of influencing [the] course of events by occult control of nature or of spirits, witchcraft'. The word ‘pretended’ should be noted at this point as this essay will be presenting the argument that modern perceptions of magic distort the collective understanding of what magic is, although this will be raised in greater detail at a later point in the paper. A further explanation of magic comes from an online source which proclaims that magic is ‘the practice of using charms, spells, or rituals to attempt to control natural or chance events or to influence the behaviour or emotions of others.’
 Again, note the word ‘attempt’ – it insinuates that magic is not an established fact but a precarious endeavour and this supports the case that even sympathetic modern definitions of magic are inadequate because the modern lens will never accurately see the true image of magic in late antiquity. Ouspensky suggests that magic:
“… in the usual understanding of this word, means the capacity to accomplish what cannot be accomplished by ordinary physical means. Such would be, for example, the power to influence psychically people and objects at a distance, to see people's actions and to know their thoughts, to make them disappear from our world and appear in unexpected places; the capacity to change one's appearance and even one's physical nature, to transfer oneself in some inconceivable way to great distances, to pass through walls, etc.”
 

Ouspensky appears to be denigrating magic with the examples he provides, one example being the use of magic ‘to pass through walls’ seems almost trite.  However, it might actually be pointless trying to define magic at all. Leach communicates this dissatisfaction when he states:

“As for magic, which readers of Fraser’s The Golden Bough might suppose to lie at the very centre of the anthropologist’s interests, after a lifetime career as a professional anthropologist, I have almost reached the conclusion that the word has no meaning whatsoever.”

It seems that there is no universality to magic and thus, no definition is sufficient, as, because the present society lacks any solidity of the concept, it becomes meaningless to attempt to present concrete definitions of the word. Furthermore, the distinction of magic and religion into two explanatory models is one which only makes sense in the modern western world. The following part of the essay will present the idea that the principle obstacle to discerning the differences between magic and religion is based on modern viewpoints contorting the image of the relationship between magic and religion in the ancient world. It is important to take this factor into account when contemplating the differences (if any) that exist between magic and religion. The lines between magic and religion are hard to see in the ancient Greco-Roman world of late antiquity and until the modern period, there was relatively little doubt about the existence of magic. The general current perception of magic is inherently negative and therefore, is explored very little in the scholarly literature of Western civilisations.
 

When considering ancient world practices, texts and rituals have been defined by modern scholars, rather than by the people contemporary to the time studied. The Papyri Graecae Magicae or Greek Magical Papyri (PGM) is a corpus of writing considered to be magic that comes from the Greco-Roman late antiquity period.
 Although PGM contains the word ‘magic’ in its name, it is a name given to it by scholars, so PGM is not to be confused with an entirely magical collection of texts. 

Furthermore, there are issues with trying to define ancient knowledge and it is problematic to try to categorise traditional knowledge because traditional societies categorise knowledge differently from present-day. This applies to the words magic and religion. Magic is a loaded word in the current time whereas religion is more commonly practiced and accepted amongst mainstream society, therefore, any definition of magic and attempt to differentiate it from religion is the ‘factitious result of ethnocentric classification.’
 Consequently, in the present day, it does not make sense to try and distinguish between magic and religion in the Greco-Roman world because the two were interlaced so thoroughly during the period of late antiquity that the concept of separation would not exist. Wax write how Max Weber chose not to define magic because in doing so is imposing the modern Western ideology of rationality onto magic which does not comply with the ideals of rationality.

The above part of this essay has primarily focused on defining and understanding the terms' magic', ‘religion' and ‘divination' and on understanding the complexities of these terms, both within their definitions and on the variations in how the terms are understood, linked to the contexts of the time period in which they are being considered. The following part of the essay will discuss the shape of religion in the modern world to demonstrate the indiscernible nature of the line between magic and religion. 

In the ancient Greco-Roman world, religion involved the use of ritual, prayer, sacrifice and the invocation of gods and goddesses.
 Their religion was polytheistic, pagan and mythological.
 There were strong ties between Greco-Roman religion and mystery cults.
 Religion was very much a part of everyday life, to the extent that there was no apparent need for a word for religion, as it was fully integrated within daily life.
 Greco-Roman religion in late antiquity did not contain any dogma or orthodoxy.
 Divination was used systematically within religious practices; this was known as ‘orthopraxy’. Greco-Roman religious practices differ hugely from the understanding of religion today, and therefore, it is difficult to truly distinguish between religion and magic as it was experienced then, because the full picture of the ancient context cannot be obtained.  

This section of the essay will draw upon the similarities between magic and religion to indicate that distinguishing the two in the Greco-Roman world in late antiquity is difficult. In terms of their practice, both religion and magic contained rituals, prayer, sacrifice, and invocation of the Gods.
 Religion and magic were inextricably linked. To provide an example, there is a Greco-Roman fresco painting where Hermes was depicted with caduceus wand. The wand symbolises magical practices and contexts, but Hermes was also worshiped in religious contexts in the ancient world.
 It should be growing clearer how difficult it is to distinguish magic and religion. Durkheim provides further insight as he attempts to categorise the two terms:  

Magic, too, is made up of beliefs and rites. Like religion, it has its own myths and dogmas, but these are less well developed, probably because, given its pursuit of technical and utilitarian ends, magic does not waste time in pure speculation. Magic also has its ceremonies, sacrifices, purifications, prayers, songs and dances.
 

Durkheim then continues to distinguish the two terms by declaring that magic is an individual, private practice, whereas religion is communal.
 Durkheim's views the concepts using a Sociological approach. However, mystery cults which are associated with religion, are just one example which present a challenge to this view because they are very much individualistic and cannot be described exclusively as being for the public. For instance, Porphyry speaks of the duties of mystery cult members by saying ‘these things I ask you to conceal as the most unutterable of secrets. For not even the gods prophesised about them openly.’
 Porphyry’s injunction indicates that those within mystery cults are not acting for the community but keeping secrets for themselves only. Malinowski offers a very similar argument to Durkheim but from the Anthropological discipline’s perspective.  He argues that magic aims to achieve individual goals whereas religion focuses on long-term and collective goals.
 However, just as with Durkheim, this is also a problematic way of trying to distinguish the two concepts, because this declared dynamic is not apparent in all aspects of magic and divination. The aims of theurgy demonstrate this because theurgy means ‘god-working’. Proclus says theurgy is a ‘power greater than all human wisdom and knowledge, embracing the blessings of divination…’.
 Theurgy is often considered a higher form of magic, however, it is difficult to see this as separate from religion because it often contained many religious rituals, plus many Greco-Roman religion rituals were performed with concrete and personal goals in mind. 

James Frazer’s work on religion and magic has acted as a key source for this topic for the past century and most Classicists align with his view. Moving away from the individual versus community argument and therefore distancing himself from the critiques already presented, Frazer writes: 
By religion, then, I understand a propitiation or conciliation of powers superior to man which are believed to direct and control the course of nature and human life...It is true that magic often deals with spirits, which are personal agents of the kind assumed by religion; but whenever it does so in its proper form, it treats them exactly in the same fashion as it treats inanimate agents, that is, it constrains or coerces instead of conciliating or propitiating them as religion would do

A notable problem when attempting to distinguish magic and religion by differentiating them on the grounds of coercion is that there are many examples of magical spells which are respectful towards the gods. A particularly pertinent example of this is the Mithras Liturgy in the Greek Magical Papyri. ‘Be gracious to me, O Providence and Psyche, as I write these mysteries handed down [not] for gain but for instruction; and for an only child I request immortality…’
 It is not exclusively religion that propitiates nor exclusively magic that compels and coerces divine beings. Both magic and religion demonstrate examples of both. So far, Sociological, Classicist and Anthropological attempts at differentiating between religion and magic have been dismissed. It is becoming ever more difficult to find a concrete example of the difference between magic and religion and this indicates that distinguishing the two may not be possible. 

The following section of the essay will consider whether divination can aid the researcher in distinguishing magic and religion. As the section above has shown; Classicist, Anthropological and Social attempts at defining the two have not been sufficient. The essay will explore whether the theory and practice of divination, in which both magic and religion are involved, are able to classify the two. Both magic and religion include the use of divination as both have a relationship with the divine or in other words, the sacred; Wax raises this as an observation made by Durkheim.
 Therefore, divination does not aid the researcher in distinguishing magic and religion, rather, divination blurs the lines further because both magic and religion used divination.

Divination can be seen in a magical context in the PGM for example, PGM Vii, 359-69. This particular section is about a dream oracle. ‘Take a strip of clean linen and write on it the following name. / Roll it up to make a wick, pour pure olive oil over it and light it…. I ask you, lords of the gods…. Reveal to me concerning the things I wish.’
 This ritual has been described as divination in a magical context most likely because of the incantations, although the use of divination in this magical ritual does not make it any easier to distinguish from religion because much of this ritual could also be deemed religious. For example, the word ‘clean’ denotes the idea of purity, which is a common feature and focus in religion. There is no definitive and lucid indication to account for why this text would be more magic than religious. 

An example of divination where the context is religious can be seen in an example of mirror divination in Description of Greece by Pausanias. ‘Next to the grove is a sanctuary of Demeter; she and her daughter are standing… They tie a mirror to a fine cord and let it down… they then pray to the goddess… after which they look into the mirror’.
 Arguably this is religious because the woman and her daughter are in the Sanctuary of Demeter. Furthermore, some would argue that this was religious because it was not an individual practice, the use of the word ‘they’ indicates that this was a joint practice.
 However, distinguishing religion and magic based on the individual versus the community has already been dismissed previously in the essay. Therefore, this divination in a so-called religious setting does not bring one any closer to distinguishing religion from magic. Furthermore, context is especially important, domestic divinatory rituals did still exist that could also be categorised as religious. 

The two examples above are just a small indication of how divinatory practices can be considered in either a magical or religious context depending on the interpretation. What makes either example religious or magic depends on the scholar’s definition of religion and magic. Wax points out that no was has yet created a definition that will separate magic from religion that everybody accepts.
 Furthermore, as previous points in the essay have demonstrated, definitions of ancient concepts are also problematic. It is often the case that both magical and religious elements can be drawn out of the practices. Divination, therefore, does not make it any easier to distinguish between religion and magic. 

This essay has asked: to what extent (if any) can the theory and practice of ancient divination assist with distinguishing in any way between ancient magic and religion. The conclusion reached that has been argued throughout was that divination does not aid in distinguishing between magic and religion because magic and religion are not two mutually exclusive practices that can be separated. It is not necessary to try and distinguish between religion and magic because this is just a modern exercise that is not at all culturally relevant to the Greco-Roman period of late antiquity. In fact, this exercise would be completely nonsensical to participants faced with its enquiry in the ancient world. The act of distinguishing between religion and magic is merely a modern attempt to conceptualise practices that are so far removed from their contemporary counterparts that they are difficult to understand. Thus, distinguishing between religion and magic in the ancient world does not become any easier, or relevant, when divination is brought into the question. 
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