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

This paper discusses Plutarch’s De Defectu Oraculorum which is number 88 in the extensive catalog of his work.[footnoteRef:1] Plutarch’s text deals primarily with the obsolescence of oracles though much can be gleaned on divination. It also contains many digressions on topics not clearly relevant to divination which will not be considered in this paper.  Plutarch of Chaeronea lived from about 45 to 120 CE during the Hellenistic period, a time after the conquest of Greece by the Romans when Greek culture was a unifying feature of the Roman empire. Plutarch was a prolific writer, a long-time Delphic priest and theologian but also a philosopher who embraced both physical-scientific and metaphysical-religious subjects. He was also a renowned Platonist who advocated for a literal interpretation of Plato’s writings.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V: Isis And Osiris. The E At Delphi. The Oracles At Delphi No Longer Given In Verse. The Obsolescence of Oracles, translated by Frank Cole Babbitt, Loeb Classical Library 306 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1936).]  [2:  Karamanolis, George, ‘Plutarch’, The Stanford Encyclopedia Of Philosophy (Summer 2020 Edition), edited by Edward N. Zalta, <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/plutarch/> [accessed 19 March 2023].] 

De Defectu Oraculorum allegedly recounts a dialogue, a format inspired by Plato, among a group of illustrious men including Plutarch’s brother Lamprias, Demetrius a grammarian, Ammonius a philosopher and the well-travelled Cleombrotus of Sparta. The conversation took place at Delphi which is described as the center of the earth 8by relating the myth of swans or eagles flying from the ends of the world to the omphalos, the belly button of the earth, located at Delphi. The Delphic setting places the conversation in a clearly religious context while the dialogical format creates a comfortable and intimate atmosphere and establishes a sense of trust and authenticity in which readers participate. The language is not overly complicated though speakers tend to give long speeches. The text is characterized by extensive use of vivid metaphors and analogies as well as authoritative witness accounts and references. The dialogical format lends itself well to the dialectical method, indeed for Plato dialogue is inherently dialectic, and aims at finding the truth of an issue through argumentation, in this case the possible reasons for the disappearance of oracles.[footnoteRef:3] It tends to avoid subjective positions and embraces a rigorous use of reason which is exactly what is advocated in the text, ‘let ourselves be stringently on guard lest we unwittingly try to support the argument with extraordinary and presumptuous hypotheses.’[footnoteRef:4] This resolve is also extended to readers who are encouraged to develop their own position regarding the issue at hand or at least gain an understanding of its complexity. The dialogical format makes it difficult to know what Plutarch’s own position is though it is believed that it correlates with Lamprias’s position.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  The Collected Dialogues Of Plato, edited by Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), p. xiv.]  [4:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p. 397.]  [5:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p. 349.] 

-------------------------------
The text starts out with a story witnessed and recounted by Cleombrotus about a remarkable ever-burning oil lamp at the, apart from this, not very impressive Egyptian shrine of Ammon.[footnoteRef:6]  In the most mysterious of manners, the lamp does not require equal yearly amounts of oil which inspires an animate debate among those present. The group discusses whether the Egyptian lamp’s decreasing oil consumption, could point to the shortening of years. This essentially inductive manner of reasoning is subsequently criticized on the premise that any conclusion drawn from an individual sign is inherently unreliable. At the same time, in classic dialectical manner, it is admitted that sometimes ‘small things are indication of great’ things and that this manner of reasoning is indeed associated with many commonly accepted facts and particularly with prognostication.[footnoteRef:7]  In this inductive explanation the assumption is that terrestrial events from Plato’s world of becoming can alter the eternal world of being. A different solution to the problem is offered by Ammonius who, while granting the theoretical possibility that the sun’s course may be irregular, strongly emphasizes the fact that questioning the celestial mechanics and the regular course of the stars would ‘throw everything into confusion’.[footnoteRef:8] Here the eternal, essentially unchangeable beingness of the Platonic heavens is upheld. A third approach offers a causal explanation based on the naturally fluctuating environment of the oil lamp.  This naturalistic, scientific explanation, in the modern understanding in any case, considers such things as changing humidity and temperature levels. This explanation accepts the terrestrial sign of the oil measure and the eternal truth of the sky and functions as an intermediary between them which anticipates Plutarch’s later discussion of the demigods. Though Plato is not yet mentioned, his ideas are cleverly introduced to the reader through this story.  The story is noteworthy for its expository quality and also for its captivating and engaging nature.   [6:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p. 353.]  [7:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p. 355.]  [8:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p. 359.] 

The lamp story is not only remarkable for the subtle way it introduces key themes, but it also shifts the reader’s attention away from unimpressive Egyptian shrines to Greece and more specifically to the oracle in Delphi, described as ‘the most ancient in time and the most famous in repute’ and it also sets the stage for the topic of the dialogue, the disappearance of oracles that plagues the ancient world.[footnoteRef:9]  Demetrius establishes the present situation clearly by pointing to the ‘evanescence of oracles here [in Greece], or rather the total disappearance of all but one or two’ oracular shrines.[footnoteRef:10]  Even Delphi is affected, since there used to be three priestesses while now there is just one.  He calls on those present to ‘deliberate the reason why they have become so utterly weak’.[footnoteRef:11] The first reason for the ongoing and worsening drought of oracles is presented by Planetiades who blames it on the wickedness of the people who go to oracles with banal, inconsequential, and impious requests. This negative and cynical reason is not well received by the other interlocutors and Planetiades leaves the premises. The cynic’s departure is used to paint a picture of the god as essentially good, like a ‘benign and helpful mother’ uninterested in punishing her own children.[footnoteRef:12] Cynicism is condemned, and a calm and respectful tone is established for the rest of the dialogue fully in keeping with the sacred location the group of discussers are gathered in. It is made clear that ‘there are no unsanctified or irreligious people present’ who could hold disrespectful opinions about the gods and oracles.[footnoteRef:13] Having thus delineated the subject, the objective and the general guidelines, the discussion can continue.  [9:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p. 373.]  [10:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p.  361.]  [11:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p. 361.]  [12:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p.  371. ]  [13:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p. 397. ] 

Ammonius introduces a second possible cause for the disappearance of the oracles by bringing up the logical though rather disconcerting possibility that the gods themselves may be to blame. He states, ‘for prophecy is something created by a god, and certainly no greater or more potent force exists to abolish and obliterate it.’[footnoteRef:14] In typically dialectic manner, his proposal is developed in different ways. The first response effectively evades it linking the vanishing of the oracles not to God but to war-caused depopulation and noting that the existing oracles still manage to serve all the needs of the population.  Lamprias then states unambiguously that ‘no prophetic shrine or oracle is ever abolished by the instrumentality of the god’.[footnoteRef:15] This line of reasoning is based on Plato, who serves as an important, much-quoted authority throughout the text and contends that God creates things that are all subject to ‘destruction and disintegration’.[footnoteRef:16] Plato sets the natural, material world which is characterized by a continuous, chaotic cycle of birth and death and given the name ‘Becoming’ against the eternal, unchanging plane of ‘Being’ where the transcendental Godhead resides.[footnoteRef:17] Thus, from this Platonic standpoint, the obsolescence of oracles is presented as an inevitable part of terrestrial phenomena. Lamprias then offers another response to the possible instrumentality of the gods in the disappearance of oracles. He first contests the involvement of God in human affairs, including oracles, since that would be demeaning to his ‘dignity and greatness’[footnoteRef:18] and then proposes the insertion of ‘demigods midway between gods and men’.[footnoteRef:19] He places his proposal in a long line of well-respected antecedents to convey authority referencing the Zoroastrian, Orphic, Egyptian, Phrygian, and Greek traditions and making special mention of Homer and Hesiod.  In comparison to gods, demigods are neither immortal nor perfect and precisely these traits can not only explain the disappearance of oracles very naturally but also the often flawed behavior of ‘gods’. The disappearance of the oracles is therefore the natural result of the cycle of birth and death to which both humans and demigods are subjected and is not caused by direct, intentional interference on the part of the gods.  [14:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p.  371.]  [15:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p.  375.]  [16:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p.  375.]  [17:  Plato, Timaeus. Critias. Cleitophon. Menexenus. Epistles, translated by R.G. Bury, Loeb Classical Library 234 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929), p. 49-51.]  [18:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p.  377.]  [19:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p.  379. ] 

The existence and mortality of the demigods are key points of the dialogue and to win over the readers to this complex and nonobvious category Plutarch argues his point from different perspectives and by employing a variety of strategies. He uses a particularly clever strategy when he has Philip, one of the younger participants in the discussion, object to the description of the demigods as mortal and imperfect. Phillip’s disagreement allows Plutarch to double down on his arguments with the apparent aim of convincing Phillip of his point of view but with the ultimate aim of convincing his readers.  Phillip and the readers are assured that the oracles remain inspired by the highest divinity, even when administered by demigods.  Plutarch takes great care to present his beliefs regarding the demigods as uniquely plausible and even logical. If one does not posit the demigods as intermediaries between God and men, so his reasoning, the relationship between the two would be either very remote or very confused and messy since the God would have to be directly involved with human affairs. He also emphasizes how well the existence of imperfect demigods explains the many mythological instances of erratic, unvirtuous and essentially ungodly behavior of supposed ‘gods’.  Plutarch also makes use of a strategic analogy in aid of his argument; oracles are like musical instruments which go silent when they are not played but can be revived easily when a new musician or rather demigod appears. This analogy also reassures readers that the disappearance of oracles need not be permanent.  The argument in favor of the mortality and imperfection of the demigods is then further reinforced through reference to a long list of respected authorities including Empedocles, Xenocrates, Democritus and Plato.  Plutarch also presents contemporary witness accounts including the astonishing account of the death of Pan, who is thereby characterized as a demigod, and he even mentions the Stoics who hold that all gods are mortal. Demetrius is also called upon to recount instances involving the demise of demigods he himself witnessed while Cleombrotus recounts his encounter with an elusive wise man who explained to him that demigods like men were often named after powerful gods which sheds some light on the confusing difference between demigods and gods. After bolstering his arguments regarding the existence of demigods in so many ways, the dialogue veers off into a multi-page discussion of many worlds theory and cosmic geometry before returning to the discussion of the vanishing oracles toward the end of the text.
The discussion here turns toward the question how demigods make oracles happen which obviously has a close bearing on why oracles disappear. Lamprias’s first reply describes the oracular process as a conversation between the disembodied souls of demigods and the embodied souls of humans. Knowledge of the future is thereby shown to be an innate talent of the soul which most humans, however, fail to remember. Another answer involves varying ‘streams of potency’ emanating from the earth which stimulate the human soul, alter consciousness, and establish a connection with the future. [footnoteRef:20] In both replies, effective prophecy is associated with loss of rational control, for example through sleep or death, and even with a frenzied state of mind, induced for example through the earth’s vapors, which is how prophecy at Delphi is said to work.  What is most surprising, however, is that both explanations seem to eliminate completely the role of the Godhead to whom so much importance was given earlier in the dialogue and even undermine religion by attributing oracular abilities to the human soul and to earth.  This unexpected turn of events leaves readers astounded and even shocked. Anticipating the audience’s reaction, Plutarch has Philip and Ammonius react in suitable disbelief and shock. The reader’s shock and surprise are clearly anticipated and obviously orchestrated with intention and finesse by Plutarch in what can only be considered a highly successful dramatic strategy that prepares the stage for the final climactic denouement.    [20:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p. 469.] 

Philip and Ammonius voice their concerns clearly and emphatically. They were uncomfortable with the earlier transfer of oracular power from gods to demigods and find the attribution of oracular power to natural phenomena intolerable. They also point out that natural oracular phenomena render ritual sacrifice, purity requirements and prayer of the kind generally undertaken at oracular shrines both unnecessary and superfluous. Referring to the legendary discovery of the Delphic oracle by a shepherd but also to the broader discussion at hand, Ammonius intones dramatically, ‘I think it is a dreadful thing to assign its discovery and origin, not to God and Providence, but to chance and accident’.[footnoteRef:21]  They are essentially presenting the association of oracular powers with natural phenomena as sacrilegious while politely refraining from uttering the word. Lamprias takes this attack on his authority most seriously and declares in an equally dramatic tone, ‘I shall defend myself by citing Plato as my witness and advocate’.[footnoteRef:22] He first describes the transcendent God of the Platonic tradition as the sole agent and exclusive reason behind all phenomena including the demigods, the human soul, and the earth’s vapors. In another strategic analogy, this eternal God is compared with an artist, Plato’s demiurge, who is in full control of his artistic materials of which human beings are one. This means that, humans can only prophesize ‘according to the design of Reason and Providence’ since this Godhead is the agent of everything.  He then emphasizes the importance of rituals and sacrifices at oracular shrines arguing that they determine if the ever-changing natural phenomena, including the strength of the Delphic vapors and the Phytia’s disposition are auspicious on any given day. Natural phenomena used for prophecy require fine tuning. Humans, demigods, and the earth are thus nothing but instruments in the hands of the Godhead who is the ultimate agent and reason. After the dramatic leadup these final points seem rather disappointing and in fact Lamprias informs the audience of the need to think more about these matters. It is also clear, however, that Plutarch would like the reader to engage the subject from a Platonic perspective.   [21:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p.  485.]  [22:  Plutarch, Moralia, Volume V, p.  487.] 

--------------------------
Plutarch’s dialogue is very carefully constructed and works with a variety of effective strategies of audience engagement and manipulation such as the frequent use of metaphors, the preemptive addressing of audience concerns, the expository introductory story about the oil lamp and the dramatic final climax and denouement while simultaneously pretending to be purely conversational and uncontrived. Plutarch has obviously chosen and arranged his arguments with considerable deliberation to reach a foregone Platonic conclusion. At the same time, he appears unable to fully explain essential features of his argument- the nature of the demigods remains particularly ambiguous and confusing- and to resolve the inherent contradictions of his Platonic argument. At the basis of his grand denouement is the contradictory account of a distant, transcendent Godhead who has absolute control yet seems unable to extend his control to the messy realm of becoming. The analogy Plutarch uses of the God as artist seems to reflect this uneasy situation since artists never have full control of their work. The divinatory process itself also appears inherently contradictory since the rational God is best addressed by profoundly irrational means. In addition, Platonism paints a complicated, hierarchical, and impersonal connection between God and humans and may not be best suited to the discussion of divination. Indeed, one may wonder if the Platonic lens may not itself be a contributing factor to the disappearance of oracles.  The emphasis on logic, reason and the dialectic method of argumentation may have had the unintended consequence of undermining religion and the sacred dimension of life that Plutarch is trying to uphold.  How can something of rational importance be based on frenzied irrational states? How can abstruse sacrifices and ritual proceedings be reconciled with logic and reason? These questions may well reflect a modern sensibility, however, a sense of mystery seems to be a near universal dimension of the divine capable of transcending time and place.  An effort to explain and understand the mystery, which is essentially what Plutarch and Plato are doing, may very well explain away the exact thing they are attempting to explain. 
What is noteworthy about Plutarch’s list of reasons for the disappearance of oracles, is not only what is on the list, but also what is excluded from the list. Plutarch’s discussion of disappearing oracles is focused exclusively on Greek culture while Egyptian oracles are demeaned. The discussion refers near exclusively to Greek traditions and thinkers in a thinly disguised display of nationalism. This seems particularly astonishing considering Greece was under Roman rule during Plutarch’s time, a mere province in the Roman empire, though admittedly Greek culture held Rome captive as Horace so famously noted.[footnoteRef:23] Nevertheless, the Delphic oracle no longer served important state affairs since all important decisions were now being made in Rome using Roman methods of decision making.  The reader cannot help but wonder if this was not a principal reason for the disappearance of oracles in both Greece and Egypt, which was another Roman province. Judging by Cicero’s De Divinatione, divination was also under serious attack in Rome.[footnoteRef:24]  Another interesting exclusion is the concurrent rise of a new religion which was spreading in Greek cities while this discussion took place, Christianity. In contrast to Plutarch’s complicated Platonic arguments, Christianity created a simpler, clearer, more direct, and more personal relationship between God and humans and the Christian God even made the ultimate sacrifice which signaled the end of all sacrifices. Furthermore, Christianity was not favorably inclined toward divination; the apostle Paul is described as driving out the undesirable phytic spirit from a young girl making direct reference to the Python guarding the Delphic oracle.[footnoteRef:25]  More importantly, Roman embrace of Christianity would eventually lead to the permanent disappearance of all ancient oracular shrines including the one at Delphi. In conclusion, Plutarch’s dialogue does not seem to offer an effective defense of divination but rather a painful picture of its demise. The main points, the reader can infer from this text are that divination becomes less important as logic becomes more important, and that prophecy had ceased to function on a state sanctioned level by Plutarch’s time. [23:  Horace, Satires. Epistles. The Art Of Poetry, translated by H. Rushton Fairclough, Loeb Classical Library 194 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926), p. 409.  ]  [24:  Cicero, On Old Age. On Friendship. On Divination, translated by W.A Falconer, Loeb Classical Library 154 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923).]  [25:  Long, Phillip J., ‘Acts 16:16-18- The Spirit Of Python’, Reading Acts, 12 March 2019.  <https://readingacts.com/2019/03/12/acts-1616-18-the-spirit-of-python/> [accessed 19 March 2023].
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