
Class Notes Cicero On Duties  

Class 1  

1. Biographical information: Marcus Tullius Cicero b. 106 BC, d. 43 BC. He was a "new 

man," first in family to hold public office. Would be called "self-made" these days. 

Studied philosophy and rhetoric in Greece, then elected to various offices, becoming 

consul at 43. But his tenure coincided with rise of Julius Caesar, who installed himself as 

Dictator and this ended the Roman Republic Cicero so loved. Cicero moved from politics 

to philosophy; Caesar killed March 44 BC (beware the Ides of March), but Republic not 

restored. Cicero spoke out against this tyranny (get word "philippic" from his orations) 

and was killed for doing so.  

2. On Duties consists of a letter sent by a father to his son at college-students should 

identify with this scenario. Marcus was neglecting his studies, and Cicero tried to snap 

him back in place. But stress this: Roman family different than modem American 

version. Father in complete control. Could sell his children into slavery. Could banish 

infants (exposure-Oedipus story from Antigone). Children given money at father's whim. 

Term: "paterfamilias."  

Does this change tone of letter?  

3. Letter from father to son-what about daughters? Roman women did not participate in 

public life. Cicero's daughter married at 16, common for the times. Does this alter our 

perception of the advice? How?  

4. Cicero's definition of duty: "Everything that is honorable in a life depends on its 

cultivation and everything dishonorable upon its neglect." Duty is thus practical, hands- 

on. Its application matters to the fate of the Roman state. Does the U.S. government try to 

instill a sense of duty in its youngest citizens? If so, how? Is it working? (Yes: 

AmericaCorps/Peace Corps; No: the young don't vote in droves)  

5. Four parts of honorableness (ask students to name): wisdom, social justice, courage, 

temperance  

Is anything missing? (look for answers including wealth, material possessions, status, 

etc.)  

6. Discuss "all the praise that belongs to virtue lies in action" (p. 9). How is wisdom 

related to action? (don't reside in ivory tower-engage the world. having pursued 

knowledge-then go out and apply it for the bettem1ent of all.)  

7. What is Cicero's definition of justice? Two parts: "no man should harm another unless 

provoked by injustice" (p. 9). Is this turn-the-other-cheek pacifism? No: seems to suggest 

there are times when harming someone is okay. Do you agree? When is it allowable to 

harm another?  



Other part of justice: "treat common goods as common and private ones as one's own" 
(p.9)  

8. Definitions of injustice: again, two parts. Inflicting injury is one, either through force 
or deceit. Why do people inflict injuries on others? Cicero says: due to fear and greed, 
desire for power--clearly referring to Julius Caesar.  

Second part of injustice: doing nothing to stop such harm.  

FOR 7 and 8 above, groups might work. Divide class into Justice and Injustice 
camps, and have them come up with definitions and provide real-world examples to 
illustrate each.  

9. Cicero then explores what might be called social policy-the duties of beneficence and 
liberality. He makes an interesting point about harming others through kindness. What 
does he mean? Cicero cites as examples giving away what you don't have and ham1ing 
others to help friends who don't really need the help. Have students look at p. 21: “In 
granting favors.... the most important function of duty... is to enrich above all the person 
most in need of riches. But people generally do exactly the opposite." Do you agree? 
What about cutting taxes for the rich? Welfare to work programs?  

10. Cicero explores the bonds among men? What are they? (race, tribe, tongue, city, laws, 
family). What other bonds exist today (sports teams, hobbies, the Web). Cicero's most 
important bond: that which exists between a man and the republic. Is this still true today? 
Why or why not?  

Possible assignment: have students write letters to their imaginary children in the 

year 2030. Hand them in without names, read some to class at start of Class 2.  

Class 2  

1. Read letters of advice (if you assigned this).  

2. Review material from first class: 4 parts of virtue. We discussed only first two, two 

remaining: courage and temperance.  

3. Stoics def. of courage: "the virtue that fights on behalf of fairness" (p. 26). Cicero then 
stresses the difference between craftiness and wisdom. Have students think of an example 
of someone who used knowledge for a crafty reason (i.e., applied knowledge to traduce 
or con others). Possible answers: a corrupt politician (Nixon), a deceitful doctor, etc.  

4. "A brave and great spirit is in general seen in two things. One lies in disdain for things 

external... [t]he second thing is that you should do deeds which are... beneficial" (p. 27), 

especially tasks that are dangerous when trying to prevent others from being injured Ask 

students one' external thing" they could live without, and have them consider a situation 

in which many died to help the injured (Sept 11 NYPD, FDNY, etc.).  



5. The center of the discussion is Cicero's explanation of his stoicism. The hallmarks of a 

brave and great spirit include being unperturbed by difficult times, anticipating the future 
by reflection on and knowledge of the past, and a willingness to fight only after calm 

deliberation. Have students then offer up adjectives to describe stoics: calm, clear-eyed, 

steady, resolute, even-tempered, unflappable, wise, prudent.  

6. Then contrast stoicism with hedonism, or a life of leisure spent avoiding the duties that 
Cicero has described as forming the bedrock of a republic. Why do hedonists make such 

bad citizens, according to Cicero? Answer: They don't sacrifice, reflect, or undertake 

difficult tasks. They would allow injustice to flourish because they have withdrawn into 

private spheres where personal pleasure is the sole pursuit. Cicero is urging his son to be 
a "public man," and not waste his life in idle repose.  

7. Cicero then begins to examine what he calls ""seemliness," better known as 

"decorum." He contrasts what is seemly with what is unseemly. A stoic would of course 
be in control of his appetites: ''reason therefore commands and impulse obeys" (p. 40). 

One measure of such self-control resides in humor, which he identifies as having two 

types: insolent and indecent vs. refined and sophisticated But is he right? You could 

break students into two camps, Pro and Con. Have them develop arguments either in 
support of or against Cicero's proposals on humor. Have students reflect on the role of 

comedy in human life-should anything be off-limits? What is going too far?  

8. Cicero then gives Marcus some sage advice on determining his future- P. 46: "We 
must decide who and what we wish to be, and what kind of life we want." Cicero stresses 

that not everyone is the same, everyone has different strengths and abilities, but the key is 

in not reaching for what you can't grasp. Very good advice for young people deciding on 

possible majors.  

9. Cicero on outward appearance: ""Do nothing effeminate or soft." Which means to 

wear no cologne, to exercise, to be neat (but not too neat), to not walk too slow or too 

fast, to speak clearly, to not dominate conversations, and to not arouse anger in others. A 

man's house should be nice but not extravagant. P. 57: "we ought to respect and revere 
those whose life has been conspicuous for its great and honorable deeds." Which means 

role models.  

This would be a good time to ask students to think of their own role model; urge them to 
go beyond superficial understanding-what Cicero seems to be saying is that the young 

should pattern their lives after someone they admire and respect. Encourage students to 

read biographies to see how their heroes struggled and labored in youth. It helps put 

things in reference. Examples they might like: William Faulkner fired from post office; 
Kurt Cobain of Nirvana working as a janitor at his old high school; Laura Hillenbrand 

(Seabiscuit) struggling with chronic fatigue syndrome (had to drop out of college). 

 

 


