Practical Virtue for State and Empire in Cicero’s De Officiis

In many modern appraisals of Cicero’s imperial theory, De Officiis has been dismissed as the book of “concessions” and “contradictions.”
  Indeed, Cicero seems both to celebrate and condemn the Roman state as a whole for its behavior towards the subject nations and allies of its empire.  He constantly defines justice as the right of individuals to maintain their private property and live free of injury (Off. 1.20-21, 3.21-28), but in many ways this is the very antithesis of the definition of empire: conquering someone else – individuals, whole cities and states – and then continuing to draw away their property through taxation and other demands. 

This paper reexamines Cicero’s numerous statements about the Roman state in terms of the avowed goal of De Officiis: to teach the imperfect person how to be virtuous. The topic of practical virtue within the philosophical context of De Officiis granted to Cicero an opportunity to process not only his lengthy political experience at Rome and abroad, but also his thoughts on the condition of the current state.  Powerful individuals had recently increased the borders of the empire with the support of the Roman people, but in Cicero’s opinion, the injustice with which these victories were achieved signaled the future ruin of the state (Off. 2.26-29).  As one of his last and most swiftly written works, De Officiis in 44 BC was a final attempt to address “the political life of a society that he perceive[d] as hopelessly corrupt” (Rose, 1995).

Cicero was no longer concerned with ideal states and people, but with a very real contemporary crisis.  He therefore focuses in De Officiis upon the medium officium or virtuous duties which the vast majority of imperfect people could and should actually accomplish (Off. 3.13b-14).  Within such a context, Cicero seizes the opportunity to move beyond the ideal state and empire presented in the De Republica and much of his oratory to consider foreign policy issues noted in Pro Lege Manilia, De Provinciis Consularibus and a letter to his brother Quintus (Q.fr. 1).  Although his primary concern in De Officiis is with the behavior of individuals, Cicero calls upon these very citizens to consider when war is just (e.g. Off. 1.38, 2.26b-27), how taxation can be virtuous (e.g. 2.74-75, 3.87-88) and what treatment allies and subjects deserve as fellow members of the societas humani generis (e.g. 3.21-28).  Cicero recognizes the state’s failings towards its empire, but concludes that when this rule is conducted with virtue, its existence ultimately serves a greater purpose in protecting the human race.  Far from lacking coherency, De Officiis reveals Cicero’s practical deliberation on the meaning and policy of the Roman empire.
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