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This paper considers Cicero’s dialogues concerning Epicurean and Stoic 

philosophy in De Finibus.  In it, I consider Cicero’s portrayal both of the deep appeal of 

the promise of perfect wisdom and invulnerability to chance offered by both 

philosophical schools as well as the confusions that necessarily lie at the heart of 

philosophies that seek these ends. 
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 1 

 

Introduction 

 

In his introduction to On the Ends of the Good and Bad Things, Cicero declares 

that careful readers of his philosophical works will judge that none is “more worth 

reading than this one.”1  Indeed, Cicero ties the value of On Ends to what appears to be, 

from the outset, his deeply public-spirited motivation for writing.  Cicero explains this 

motivation in the defense he must provide for his work against criticism from both 

morally serious gentlemen and intellectuals.  Educated, serious men either disapprove of 

philosophy altogether or believe that philosophy has some merit as an honorable activity 

for leisure or, perhaps, as a tool for the education of the young.  For this reason, they 

believe, philosophy must be pursued “in an easygoing manner” without devoting “much 

of one’s enthusiasm and attention to it.”2  Ongoing occupation with philosophy, these 

men say, is beneath a statesman of Cicero’s rank.  While Cicero anticipates that serious 

men will attack his work—and with it the life of philosophy as such—for lacking 

attention to those things to which one should devote one’s attention, Cicero also 

anticipates that a certain class of intellectuals, “learned in Greek and contemptuous of 

Latin” will criticize his work for lacking the sophistication of Greek philosophy and 

                                                
1 I.11. All citations, unless otherwise noted, are to Woolf, Raphael, trans., On Moral Ends, Annas, Julia Ed. 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
2 I.1. cf IV. 12. See Also, Plato, Gorgias, 485c.  
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literature.3  In response to these critics, Cicero does not, as he does in other works, 

portray his philosophical undertaking as a consolation for his recent troubles in Roman 

politics and personal tragedy.4  Rather, by bringing the subjects of Greek philosophy to 

Rome, Cicero claims both to achieve the greatest pleasure for himself and to perform a 

public service.  If Cicero considered philosophy to be a remedy for pain, he did not wish 

to portray it as such in this work.  Yet, Cicero’s work is comprised of three conversations 

with Romans of varying political ambitions who are already well versed in the schools of 

Greek philosophy—the Epicureans, the Stoics and the Peripatetics.  Moreover, the work 

as a whole is addressed to Brutus, the future assassin of Julius Caesar, whom Cicero calls 

“an erudite student of philosophy in general.”5  Exactly what Cicero means, then, when 

he claims to bring learning and, in particular, the themes of Greek philosophy to his 

fellow citizens is, at first, unclear, for in spite of Cicero’s claim that many will criticize 

his work there seem also to be respectable political Romans who are, at the same time, 

students of philosophy.  As if to compound this puzzle, the work as a whole appears to 

present no obvious or authoritative answer to the question with which it is explicitly 

concerned—that is, what is the chief good for human beings.  In three separate 

                                                
3 I.1. 

4 In On The Nature of The Gods, which Cicero composed in the same year that he wrote On Ends, he 
writes that “another thing that urged me to this occupation was the dejection of spirit occasioned by the 
heavy and crushing blow that had been dealt me by fortune. Had I been able to find any more effective 
relief from my sorrow, I should not have had recourse to this particular form of consolation; but the best 
way open to of enjoying even this consolation…[was] composing a treatise on the whole of philosophy” 
(I.9). Rackham, H., trans., De Natura Deorum, Academica (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1933). 

 
5 III.6. 
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conversations, Cicero critiques all three positions with which he is confronted such that 

no view of the human good clearly associated with any one of the three schools can be 

said to emerge victorious.  What, then, is the wisdom that Cicero claims to bring to 

Rome?  In On the Nature of The Gods, Cicero cautions that he deliberately obscures his 

own view in his writings.  Those, he writes, “who seek to learn my personal opinion on 

the various questions show an unreasonable degree of curiosity.”6  Cicero wishes his 

reader not to attempt simply to discover and accept his own view, but to act as an 

“impartial critic and judge” of the understandings of the human good on display7.  In this 

spirit, Cicero offers, in On Ends, not simply an illustration of various popular 

philosophical views about the good—views that claim to be opposed to each other—but 

also an invitation to attain a deeper understanding of human nature and psychology 

through a close comparison of these views and the people who hold them with each other.  

Ultimately, Cicero provides the path to this understanding by offering a consistent 

critique, not only of each of the outlooks presented by his interlocutors, but of popular 

philosophy as such.  In On Ends, Cicero thus follows the Platonic tradition most 

significantly not by adherence to a particular doctrine of the Academy, but by the 

presentation of his deepest teaching of the work through the invitation to examine both 

his own claims and the opinions of his interlocutors about morality and the good.  Thus 

through his dialogues with the Epicurean Torquatus on the one hand, and the Stoic Cato 

on the other, Cicero reveals that both popular philosophic movements attempt to reach a 

                                                
6 On The Nature of The Gods I.10. 
7 III.6. 
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perfect invulnerability against chance and a happiness for human beings above the 

normal fray of ordinary political and moral life that cannot be maintained by human 

beings.8 

                                                
8 Cicero’s final conversation of the work, Book V, takes place with Piso who Cicero depicts as holding a 
view that closely resembles the view Cicero himself adopts in response to Cato in Book IV.  Cicero’s 
primary (though not only) purpose in the conversation with Piso seems to be to show how even this view, 
particularly in a doctrinal form, becomes carried away by the same difficulties and confusions as does 
Stoicism.  For this reason, this paper will address only Cicero’s conversations with Torquatus and Cato 
about Epicureanism and Stoicism.  
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Chapter 1:  The Epicureans 

 

 The bulk of Cicero’s conversation concerning the Epicureans takes place with 

Lucius Torquatus, a young Roman said by Cicero to be “learned in every philosophical 

system,” but who associates himself with Epicurus as his “master.”9  Cicero begins the 

conversation with Torquatus by presenting a two-part attack on Epicurean philosophy, 

addressing Epicurus’ understanding both of natural science and of the good for human 

beings.  Cicero addresses Epicurus’ natural science first, suggesting, perhaps, that 

Epicurus’ natural science is the foundation for his understanding of the human good.  

Epicurus, Cicero relates, followed for the most part Democritus’ understanding of the 

universe as ultimately composed of atoms.  Insofar as he followed Democritus, Cicero 

claims, Epicurus did not go astray, though his thought was nothing new.  While he notes 

Democritus’ view that the motions of atoms “is not conceived to arise from any starting-

point, but to be eternal,” Cicero makes the surprising assertion that both Democritus and 

Epicurus neglected the question of the “power or efficient cause” of matter.”10  Yet, as 

Cicero reports, Epicurus modified Democritus’ view, having recognized in it a serious 

defect.  If, as Democritus maintained, all atoms naturally move only downwards in a 

straight line, then no atoms can ever meet to form the larger matter that makes up the 

objects and beings we experience in the world.  Seeing this, Epicurus asserted that “the 

                                                
9 I.13-14. 
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atom swerves ever so slightly” and “as a result, the world and all its parts and objects 

within it are created.”11  Although one might praise Epicurus for addressing a difficulty in 

Democritus’ view, Cicero attacks Epicurus’ resolution on two fronts.  He calls the swerve 

first a “childish fiction” and then accuses Epicurus twice of failing “to secure the 

outcome that motivated [his] inventions.”12  Cicero suggests that the same problem lies at 

the heart of both Epicurus’ and Democritus’ versions of this theory, for “if all atoms 

swerve, none will ever come together,” yet Cicero calls only Epicurus’ theory childish 

and “highly unscientific.”13  Cicero’s claim that Epicurus’ theory is childish seems to be a 

somewhat shallow response to what at least appears to be a sophisticated scientific 

attempt to explain the universe, but if this claim is put together with the second claim that 

Epicurus’ theory fails to achieve the intended results, Cicero’s critique becomes 

weightier.  Cicero suggests that at the heart of Epicurus’ natural science is Epicurus’ own 

“arbitrary invention” that attaches to atoms the ability to move without a cause.14  Thus, 

in his attempt to provide an explanation of the basic elements of the universe that 

conformed to his experience, Epicurus gave to atoms a perfect freedom that is unattached 

to any cause.  But, by repeating the claim that Epicurus is unable to obtain the results that 

he desires, Cicero seems to suggest that Epicurus’ wishes, perhaps especially those about 

freedom, preceded and influenced his understanding of natural science.  Thus, Epicurus is 

rightly accused of “childish fiction,” insofar as he may have attempted to reflect in 

                                                
10 I.17-8. 
11 Ibid. 
12 1.19. 
13 1.21. 



 7 

natural science a desire for a radical freedom that every natural scientist knows is 

impossible.15  Cicero gently suggests that natural science is not the foundation of 

Epicurus’ philosophy, but rather that it is this desire for perfect freedom that is the 

foundation for Epicurus’ understanding of natural science.   

 If Cicero is correct, then, Epicurus’ natural science was a means to confirming his 

moral hopes.  It is not surprising, then, that the subject of Epicurus’ natural science is 

dropped in favor of the explicit discussion of moral questions in the conversation that 

follows with the Epicurean interlocutor.  By addressing the question of Epicurus’ 

understanding of the good, Cicero addresses the foundation of Epicurus’ science as well.  

Cicero sets the stage for this conversation with the second part of his introductory 

critique, in which he directly addresses Epicurus’ teaching that “nature herself ordains 

and approves” that all acts of human beings can be explained by the pursuit of pleasure 

and the avoidance of pain.16  On the one hand, Cicero asserts that the view put forth by 

Epicurus is defended in “a better and franker way” by other hedonists.17  Without 

explaining in this passage the particular way in which Epicurus’ view is lacking in 

understanding or frankness, Cicero suggests that Epicurus either did not clearly disclose 

his true view about pleasure, or else that he was confused about it in a key respect.  On 

the other hand, Cicero directly attacks Epicurus for misunderstanding human motivations 

by reducing all things to pleasure and pain.  As proof, Cicero recounts the stories Titus 

                                                
14 1.19. 
15 Ibid. 
16 I.23. 
17 Ibid.  Cicero refers explicitly to Aristippus and the Cyrenaics. 
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Manlius Imperiosus Torquatus and Titus Torquatus, ancestors of the young Torquatus 

with whom he converses.  Both of these were dedicated political men, according to 

Cicero, who deprived themselves of natural familial pleasures by placing their duty to 

Roman law above all else.  One beheaded his son and the other had his son banished for 

accepting bribes.  Yet Cicero also reminds us that in addition to his willingness to 

sacrifice his pleasure for civic duty, the Titus Manlius Torquatus did not “tear that 

famous chain from his enemy’s neck with the aim of experiencing bodily pleasure.”18  

Cicero claims that the single combat in war for which Torquatus was famous cannot 

satisfactorily be explained by the pursuit of pleasure, yet he refrains from explaining this 

act as a sacrifice.  He does assert, however, that Epicurus’ thesis is “the sort of position 

that seems utterly unworthy of a human being.”19  Cicero’s explicit critique thus seems at 

first to have a simple moralistic character: Epicurus’ emphasis on pleasure and pain is 

“utterly unworthy” because it fails to recognize what is highest about human beings, that 

is, the possibility of our dedication to civic concerns and, above all, to virtue that enables 

one to make noble sacrifices for the sake of one’s country.  Yet, by asserting so forcefully 

that Torquatus did not act for the sake of pleasure but providing at the same time no 

explanation for his own actions in war (in particular the tearing of the chain), Cicero 

provokes his reader to wonder if the elder Torquatus sought especially the glory or repute 

he is reported to have won for his deeds.  If this is the case, though Torquatus’ actions in 

war cannot be understood as being for the sake of bodily pleasure, they also cannot be 

                                                
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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understood simply as a sacrifice of his own good for the sake of the regime.  Cicero thus 

indicates that Epicurus cannot account for the political man’s desire for glory (displayed 

in Torquatus’ famous combat), insofar as it is not reducible simply to considerations of 

pleasure, nor for his apparent willingness to sacrifice his own good for the sake of civic 

duty (displayed in Torquatus’ beheading of his son in accordance with the law).  Like 

Epicurus, then, Cicero does not simply adopt the perspective of civic virtue.  Yet 

Epicurus’ teaching of pleasure as the good blinds him to the distinct importance of the 

analysis of virtue for understanding human beings.  Cicero indicates, then, that while his 

critique of Epicurean philosophy in the conversation that follows will often have the 

appearance of moralism, it will go beyond the attack of the Epicurean outlook as simply 

base in substance. 

 Cicero turns lastly to question the Epicurean justification for the study of the 

liberal arts.  Why, asks Cicero, if human beings seek pleasure only, ought one study 

literature,  “history, science, the reading of poetry, the committing to memory of acres of 

verse”?20  Cicero’s questioning here is odd.  One might well wonder why Cicero would 

bother about these matters, especially since “they appear more trivial” than the political 

matters with which he has just been occupied.21  Seemingly connected, but conspicuously 

absent, however, from this list of activities, is philosophy.  Cicero wishes to ask from the 

outset, it seems, whether Epicurus had a sufficient justification on his own grounds for 

living the philosophic life.  Cicero addresses, then, not something trivial, but the 

                                                
20 I.25. 
21 Ibid. 
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Epicurean account of the fundamental alternatives of politics and philosophy as the best 

life.  Still, if this is true, Cicero’s claim that neither Epicurus nor his followers would ever 

defend these activities as pleasurable in themselves is especially surprising.  Epicurus’ 

own life as a philosopher makes this claim particularly urgent.  If we recall Cicero’s 

earlier assertion that other hedonists defended the hedonist premise “in a better and 

franker way” than Epicurus himself, then it may be that Cicero means to suggest that 

neither Epicurus nor his followers can give an adequate account of their own lives.  This 

problem is compounded by Cicero’s own initial presentation of philosophy in the opening 

of Book I, in which he emphasizes the limitless beauty and joy that the pursuit of truth 

offers to the one who philosophizes.22  Thus it appears that Cicero offers a defense of the 

philosophic life as pleasurable in itself whereas Epicurus, who asserts that pleasure is the 

good, rejects this view.  Cicero presents, then, a preliminary critique of Epicurean 

philosophy which has as its basis the claim that Epicurus understands neither the moral 

and political life from which Epicurean philosophy is traditionally detached, nor the 

philosophic life in which Epicurus himself partook. 

 On the basis of this introductory critique, Cicero begins his conversation with the 

young Torquatus, who himself aspires to political office.23  The conversation consists of a 

long response by Torquatus to Cicero’s critique, a short dialogue between Torquatus and 

Cicero, and a long speech by Cicero, initiated at Torquatus’ request, in reply to 

Torquatus’ defense of Epicureanism.  Torquatus’ extended response in which he defends 

                                                
22 I.2-3. 
23 II.74, 76.. 



 11 

Epicurean philosophy reveals that he is, on the one hand, deeply attracted to the 

Epicurean promise of pleasure without pain and security from chance through wisdom.  It 

also reveals, however, that Torquatus maintains deep moral concerns that the Epicurean 

understanding of pleasure as the good is meant to rise above.  Cicero’s depiction of 

Torquatus raises the question, then, whether Torquatus’ confusion is simply his own, or if 

it lies at the heart of Epicurean philosophy—whether it was experienced in some way by 

Epicurus himself.  It is this question especially that Cicero addresses in his reply to 

Torquatus. 

Torquatus’ response to Cicero’s preliminary critique shows that he seems to 

occupy something of a halfway house between liberation and attachment to the traditional 

concern for virtue.  Of his ancestors, Torquatus argues that “if they performed 

those…deeds for a reason…their reason was not for virtue for its own sake.”  The elder 

Torquatus, he states, gained “glory and esteem, which are the firmest safeguards of a 

secure life” in combat, and by the execution of his son “[brought] pain upon himself as a 

consequence of the need to preserve the authority of his military command, and to 

maintain army discipline…providing for the security of his fellow-citizens, and 

thereby…for his own.”24  Torquatus thus appears to be liberated from the traditional 

understanding of moral virtue.  Virtue, he claims, may appear to require a sacrifice of 

one’s own good, but in fact, virtuous acts can be explained away as motivated by the 

desire for personal safety.  Indeed, safety is, it seems, the only rational motivation for 

action in war.  But, if safety alone were the motive of Torquatus’ ancestor, one must 
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wonder why he became general in the first place or why he engaged in a duel.  While 

Torquatus’ claim that he desired security is rational, it seems not at all to fit his ancestor’s 

actions.  Torquatus’ reduction of the desire for glory and eminence to the desire for 

security is unsatisfactory.   

 Torquatus unwittingly indicates that his liberation from the traditional conception 

of moral virtue is not as complete as he lets on.  In an attempt to show that the only thing 

for which human beings will undergo pain in the present is to achieve greater pleasure or 

avoid less pain in the future, Torquatus seems to become carried away while speaking 

about blame and duty.  According to Torquatus,  

wholly deserving of our odium [are] those who are so seduced and corrupted by 
the blandishments of immediate pleasure that they fail to foresee…harm to come.  
Equally blameworthy are those who abandon their duties through mental 
weakness—that is, through the avoidance of effort and pain…In certain 
circumstances it will often happen that either the call of duty or some sort of crisis 
dictates that pleasures are to be repudiated and inconveniences accepted.25 

 

Torquatus had declared in the same breath that not only human beings, but all animals, 

seek pleasure and avoid pain as the highest evil by nature26 and, upon concluding this 

explanation, he takes himself to have proved that the wise man knows that “pains are 

selected when this avoids worse pains.”27  Torquatus’ position may, indeed, support the 

view that harm comes to the one who lacks some kind of self-control with regard to the 

pursuit of pleasure.  His position cannot, however, account for the anger he displays 

                                                
24 I.35. 
25 1.33. 
26 I.30. 
27 I.33. 



 13 

towards those who lack that self-control.  Torquatus is full of hatred for those who are 

unable to control their pursuit of pleasure and blames those who do not fulfill their duty 

by seeking to avoid pain, which he had earlier described as the greatest evil.  In the direst 

circumstances, Torquatus says, one must think not of pleasure—that is, of one’s own 

good—but of duty.  Real sacrifices must, on Torquatus’ view, be made if one is to escape 

blame.  If pleasure is the good, however, Torquatus’ view is incoherent.  If human beings 

naturally pursue pleasure and avoid pain above all, one cannot be blamed for pursuing 

one’s own pleasure rather than duty in a crisis, especially if that pleasure is 

understandable, as Torquatus also suggests, as personal security.  Cicero thus shows that 

in spite of Torquatus’ adherence to Epicurus’ teachings about pleasure and pain, 

Torquatus is unable to detach himself from the moral concern for duty and sacrifice.  

Through his depiction of Torquatus, Cicero also shows what may be appealing and what 

may be untenable about Epicurean philosophy.  Torquatus, perhaps without realizing it, 

portrays Epicureanism as perfectly in harmony with civic concerns.  He maintains, then, 

his moral desires even as he is deeply attracted to Epicurus’ claim that “wisdom alone 

teaches us to bear fortune lightly” and that “if the wise suffer any pain, the pain will 

never have sufficient force to prevent them having more pleasure than distress.”28  

 Thus, for Torquatus, there remains a connection, however foggy, between the 

moral concerns and the good.  This connection is brought out especially, however, in his 

redefinition of the virtues according to the Epicurean understanding of wisdom and 

desire.  Wisdom, according to Torquatus’ account of Epicurus’ teaching, is that alone 

                                                
28 I.46, 62. 
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which “drives misery from our hearts” and “stops us trembling in fear” and allows us to 

“live in peace, the flame of all our desires extinguished.”29  The wise man, as Torquatus 

explains, understands that desires are insatiable and are therefore the root of all discord.  

Wise men therefore come to recognize Epicurus’ helpful distinction between those 

desires which are natural and necessary, those which are natural and not necessary and 

those which are neither natural nor necessary.  He will find that the natural and necessary, 

desires are easily fulfilled, because they are readily available and contain in themselves 

natural limitations.  Of the others, says Torquatus, “there is no measure or limit to be 

found in the other, empty desires.”30  Torquatus’ eventual presentation of the different 

kinds of desires suggests that wisdom requires distinguishing between those desires 

which lead to natural pleasures and those desires which lead to pleasures against nature.  

The wise and happy life would thus seem to include the continual seeking and fulfilling 

of the modest and simple desires that find their support in our nature and the pleasure that 

arises from their fulfillment.  Yet in his initial depiction of wisdom, Torquatus declares 

that wisdom extinguishes the flame not of the unnecessary desires, but of all desires.  He 

thus initially presents a far more austere view of the life of the wise man.  Torquatus has, 

in an earlier part of his speech, explained that Epicurus held that “the lack of all pain…to 

be not only true pleasure, but the highest pleasure.”31  Torquatus shows that he ultimately 

understands this teaching to promise a condition lacking desire altogether.  For although 

he recounts Epicurus’ teaching about distinguishing the natural and necessary from the 

                                                
29 I.43. 
30 I.45. 
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unnecessary desires, Torquatus is far more enthusiastic about the possibility of 

extinguishing desire forever.  He notes that desires that are “shut up inside the 

heart…quarrel and fight amongst themselves.”32  Cicero wishes us to ask, it seems, 

whether Torquatus speaks especially of his own desires here.  As Cicero later makes 

explicit, Torquatus, lives not a philosophic life modeled after his mentor Epicurus, but a 

political life like that of his ancestors.  To the extent that he senses that his desires for a 

pleasure that brings perfect tranquility and security from fortune is incompatible with his 

concern for civic virtue or duty, Torquatus’ desires are in conflict with each other.33  

Cicero thus raises but does not yet address the question of whether Epicurus himself 

experienced the same conflict of desires.   

Yet even Epicurus’ teaching about the different kinds of desires to which 

Torquatus seemed less attached holds that there is a natural order which easily supports 

and fulfills those desires which are most necessary to which Torquatus is clearly 

attracted.  There is a coincidence, according to Epicurus, between what we most desire 

and what nature will provide.  Cicero reveals Torquatus’ attraction to the existence of 

such an order when, having defined the virtues of temperance and courage as means to 

acquiring pleasure, Torquatus turns to the subject of justice.  Justice, says Torquatus, is 

not only never harmful to the just man, but also a positive benefit.  Justice “calms the 

spirits; and it also offers hope that none of the resources which an uncorrupted nature 

                                                
31 I.38. 
32 I.44. 
33 II.80. 
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requires will be lacking.”34  Torquatus strays far from Epicurus’ own doctrine that 

“justice is never anything in itself,” but that it is merely a “a pledge of mutual advantage 

to restrain men from harming one another and to save them from being harmed.”35  

Indeed, Torquatus speaks nowhere of the necessity to form a contract in order to prevent 

harm.  Instead, Torquatus believes that the natural order provides for the needs only of 

the just, who are, moreover, free from the torment of fear that plagues the consciences of 

those guilty of injustice.36  Torquatus does not, however, explain the relationship of 

wisdom, which he had initially claimed to free human beings from fear, to justice.  Cicero 

seems to indicate in Torquatus a hope that nature provides support not for the wise 

insofar as they understand what is pleasurable, but for the wise insofar as they are just.  

The presence of this hope is somewhat obscured, however, by Torquatus’ eventual return 

to his attempt to show that justice, like the other virtues, is simply a means to pleasure.  

Thus Torquatus also argues, concluding his explanation of justice, that it is choice-worthy 

“only in so far as it affords the greatest abundance of pleasure.”37  

The greatest obstacle to the greatest abundance of pleasure is, however, the fear of 

death, the shadow of which hangs over most people “like Tantalus’ rock.”38  According 

to Torquatus, this fear has two roots.  On the one hand, there is piety, “no one steeped in 

                                                
34 I.50. 
35 Epicurus, Principle Doctrines, 33, 31.  Bury, R.G. trans., Plato in Twelve Volumes (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1966) Vol 7. 
 
36 I.50-51. 
37 I.53. 
38 I.60, see also, I.41, 51. 
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it can ever be at peace.”39  Belief in providential gods, Torquatus openly suggests, gnaws 

at the souls of those who believe that they will intervene in their lives or punish them 

after death.  On the other hand, although people hope for success in the future, they are 

“consumed with anxiety and fear” over the uncertainty of achieving it and are therefore 

unable to enjoy any pleasures of the present or be mindful of their past successes.40  Thus, 

according to Torquatus, people fear death especially as it approaches, having realized too 

late that they failed to enjoy the pleasures “whose prospect drove them to endure a 

variety of great suffering.”41  Torquatus declares that these people suffer from a “sickness 

of mind” for which Epicurean philosophy is the remedy.42  Torquatus surprisingly 

declares, however, that this remedy is also shared with the Stoics.  While he initially 

distinguishes Epicureanism from Stoicism on the grounds that the latter understand the 

good to be “some sort of shadowy thing they call ‘morality’” and “deny that virtue, which 

rests upon this morality, has any need of pleasure,” Torquatus ultimately argues that what 

the Stoics truly seek—to be wise and happy always—is not only also the goal of the 

Epicureans, but is possible only through adherence to Epicurus’ teachings.43  Epicurus 

himself, says Torquatus, is the paradigmatic case of the wise man.  His wisdom consisted 

especially in knowledge of the “truth about the immortal gods” and his setting limits to 

his desires.  Wisdom enabled Epicurus, and thus enables his followers, Torquatus claims, 

to exist in a permanent state of pleasure.  Wisdom teaches that there is nothing in life to 

                                                
39 Ibid. 
40 I.60. 
41 Ibid. 
42 I.59. 
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fear and that complete happiness is available at every moment.  One can thus be “in full 

possession of the present moment,” knowing, with Epicurus, that “chance hardly affects 

the wise…[and that] no more pleasure could be derived from a life of infinite span than 

from the life which we know to be finite.”44  Wisdom thus promises complete self-

sufficiency in which one recognizes one’s life to be perfectly satisfying regardless of its 

length.  If wisdom is knowledge of the truth about the divine, says Torquatus, this is 

acquired through the study of “the nature of all things” through which “we are freed from 

superstition and liberated from the fear of death.”45  Thus Torquatus concedes happily 

that the study of nature—natural philosophy—is a means to achieving liberation from 

fear and thus a condition of complete pleasure.  He seems also to provide further 

evidence for Cicero’s suspicion that moral concerns determine the character of Epicurus’ 

natural science.  But Torquatus goes further when he also claims that “we will even have 

a better character once we have learned what nature requires.”46  For Torquatus, then, the 

liberation from fear does not mean the liberation moral concerns, but, in fact, the 

fulfillment of what morality requires. 

In his reply to Torquatus, Cicero brings to the fore the tension in Torquatus’ 

moral concern.  Cicero accuses Torquatus and the Epicureans for the consistent attempt 

to  “drag pleasure into the company of the virtues, like a common harlot in a gathering of 
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well-bred ladies.”47  This statement, however, can be taken in two ways.  On the surface, 

Cicero simply attacks the Epicureans for debasing virtue by associating it with something 

as low as pleasure, the very name of which “arouses ill-feeling, notoriety and 

suspicion.”48  Yet Cicero seems also to wish to call attention to the very fact that the 

Epicureans wish, not to disassociate themselves from virtue once they come to 

understand that pleasure is the good, but to bring virtue and pleasure in company with 

one another, or, put another way, to make them coincide.  If pleasure is the good in any 

sense, then the concern for virtue as virtue ought at least to fade, if not disappear in the 

minds of those who understand.  But, as Cicero suggests here, and in his depiction of 

Torquatus, virtue is maintained as a concern.     

Cicero questions, in addition, the grounds for the Epicurean justification of 

philosophy that Torquatus has presented.  According to Cicero, Epicurus “fails to 

condemn indulgence so long as it is free of unrestricted desire and fear.  In so doing he 

seems to be on the lookout for recruits.  Do you want to indulge?  Become a philosopher 

first!”49  Once again, Cicero’s critique of this statement attacks primarily its lack of 

morals,50 but if it is taken with the suggestion that Epicurus’ justification of philosophy 

seems catered to the acquisition of recruits, Cicero hints at a second line of questioning.  

The Epicurean claim is extremely appealing, Cicero implies, particularly because it 

promises a life free of want and fear.  It fails as a justification of philosophy as the basis 
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for “conducting one’s life and one’s activities,” however, because it cannot claim that 

philosophy is inherently good.51  Activities that blind us to great fear rather than rid us of 

it, such as excessive drinking, must be as good as philosophy, on Epicurean grounds.  

Thus, Cicero suggests, a life dedicated to philosophy cannot be explained this way.  

Epicurus could not have wholeheartedly accepted his own teaching.  He must have found 

it to be pleasurable, or good, in itself.   

Cicero turns to take up what he calls the battle between pleasure and virtue in 

order definitely to refute Epicurus.52 Before he does this, however, Cicero quietly puts 

forth a view of the human good which suggests that pleasure and a certain understanding 

of virtue need not be understood as enemies, or even in tension.  Every animal, says 

Cicero, “as soon as it is born, loves both itself and all its parts,” and above all “its two 

major components, namely mind and body” which “possess certain excellences.”53  Like 

all animals, human beings naturally love themselves.  This self-love is expressed in the 

earliest stages in the desire simply for safety, but also later, in the development of the 

natural excellences of one’s mind and body.  Cicero refrains from providing a definitive 

list of these excellences, but he does claim that “whether the former category includes 

pleasure or not is a difficult question.”54 Without openly stating that pleasure is a good, 

Cicero quietly shows himself open to the possibility that pleasure is something that 

human beings naturally seek.  Against the Epicurean claim that pleasure is the good, 
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however, Cicero declares that “it seems to me to be the height of folly to think that [the 

good] consists of nothing except pleasure, with no room for the limbs or senses, for 

mental activity, bodily soundness or good health.”55  Thus Cicero appears to suggest that 

the good must be understood as a category of things we seek rather than as a solitary end, 

and he seems, moreover, to suggest that this category of goods could include virtue as 

well as pleasure, in addition to physical goods.  But Cicero here does not, in fact, mention 

virtue at all.  Other than the bodily goods Cicero mentions only mental activity.  It is only 

when Cicero begins to discuss the views of the philosophers of the Old Academy and the 

Peripatetics that Cicero explains that “the highest good is to…enjoy with the 

accompaniment of virtue the primary natural attributes.”56  Cicero thus leaves his own 

view of virtue and of the good according to nature very much an open question.57    

When he takes up the battle between virtue and pleasure, Cicero resumes his two-

fold critique of Epicurean philosophy that stands on moralistic as well as deeper 

philosophic grounds.  The “moral” Cicero defines as “that which can justly be esteemed 

on its own account, independently of any utility.”58  Cicero responds to Torquatus’ 

presentation of justice with the assertion that justice is rooted in a natural love of truth.  

Nature, according to this view, has “implanted in us a desire to know the truth…from the 

early stages of this desire we are led on to love truth in general, namely everything that is 

trustworthy, open and consistent; and likewise to hate what is deceptive, false and 
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misleading, such as…injustice.”59  Thus, at first glance, Cicero seems simply to assert 

that there is natural support for justice.  Yet, in a certain sense, Cicero implies that justice 

is a means to achieving that which our love of truth desires.  Injustice, on this view is 

then bad because it creates obstacles to the discovery of things we are eager to 

understand.  In this way, then, Cicero provides an apparent support for a natural justice, 

by which we are somehow obliged to other people, while in fact depicting a view of 

justice not as an end in itself, but as a means to the private pursuit of knowledge.  Cicero 

reminds his reader that Plato wrote in his Ninth Letter, “we are born not just for ourselves 

but for our country and our people, so much so that only a small fraction of us remains 

for ourselves.”60  Yet the deeper implication of Cicero’s presentation of justice is more in 

keeping with the passage of Plato’s letter that immediately precedes that which Cicero 

quotes.  There Plato writes that “the pleasantest thing in life is to attend to one’s own 

business.”61   Insofar as the pursuit of truth provides pleasure, Cicero may again indicate 

that on a certain level he is in agreement with the Epicureans.  The pursuit of truth 

provides pleasure, and this can be considered a good.  However, the Epicureans are 

mistaken in their reduction of the desire for knowledge to the desire for pleasure.  This, 

Cicero indicates, has deeper roots in our nature that are irreducible to the concern for 

pleasure alone.   
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 Yet Cicero presents his most powerful critique of Epicurean philosophy in his 

analysis of the promise of complete happiness to the wise person and of Epicurus himself 

that accompanies it.  If there is such a thing as happiness, Cicero claims, “then its 

complete attainment ought to be within the power of the wise person. After all, if 

happiness, once gained, can be lost, then it cannot be happiness.”62  That Torquatus 

accepts this premise was indicated by his attraction to the self-sufficiency promised by 

the Epicurean life.  Cicero, however takes more seriously than did Torquatus the fear and 

anxiety that people feel about what is most important to them.  Nowhere does Cicero call 

such people sick or foolish, as did Torquatus.63  Happiness, says Cicero, is simply 

impossible “if one regards one’s unhappiness as a possibility.”64  Although human beings 

constantly look to the future and the past and see the possibility of change for better and 

worse, we believe that happiness must be permanent, indeed, “as permanent as the 

wisdom that brings it about.”65  Epicurus claimed, however, that happiness is not 

increased by its duration.  Yet Epicurus also spoke of a god whose nature was 

everlasting.  Thus Epicurus reveals himself to have elevated that which is permanent 

rather than ephemeral as divine.  Cicero imagines, however, that one can “leave eternity 

aside” and on this basis responds to an Epicurean challenge that “Jupiter is no happier 

than Epicurus, since both enjoy the supreme good.”66  According to the Epicurean, that 

Epicurus, unlike Jupiter, can feel bodily pain is no refutation against the claim that he can 
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enjoy supreme happiness as a human being.  For bodily pain, according to Epicurus’ 

teaching, need not disturb one’s tranquility of mind.  Cicero, however, by pointing again 

to the fact that the god is distinguished from human beings not because his happiness is 

longer than ours, but precisely because it is eternal, suggests that Epicurus’ attempt to 

emulate divine happiness and self-sufficiency, appealing though it is, is beyond human 

nature.67   

Cicero emphasizes this fact by turning to the problem of chance.  While Epicurus 

promises that the wise man is not affected by changes in fortune, Cicero replies that 

because happiness for Epicurus “does not consist in wisdom itself but in wisdom 

procuring things that bring pleasure, it becomes a wholly external matter and therefore 

subject to the whims of fortune.”68  When Cicero reminds us of Epicurus’ teaching that 

those things which are natural and necessary—those things which the wise man 

presumably requires—are easily provided by nature, Cicero declares that Epicurus 

“cannot…be saying what he really thinks.”69  Cicero claims himself to subscribe to 

something like Epicurus’ teaching and he presents Socrates as having lived by it as well.  

Yet Cicero presents Socrates here as having “thought pleasure of no account.”70  Cicero 

has also shown that this part of Epicurus’ teaching appeals most in Torquatus not to his 

desire for pleasure, but to his moral concerns.  For this reason, claims Cicero, this could 

not have been held by Epicurus himself who believed that pleasure is the highest good.  
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This conception of the good requires not that one restrain one’s desires according to 

reason and “be content with a little,” but that one judge “everything by sensation rather 

than reason, and [call] best what gives the most delightful sensation.”71  Thus, the 

problem of our vulnerability to chance remains.   

To show what Epicurus himself believed, Cicero ultimately turns to an analysis 

first of a letter written by Epicurus at his death and then of his will, to show that “his 

deeds are at odds with his words.”72  Epicurus writes,  

I am writing on the last day of my life, but a happy one.  My bladder and 
bowels are so diseased that they could hardly be worse…Yet all this is 
counterbalanced by the joy I feel as I recall my theories and discoveries.  If you 
are to live up to the goodwill you have shown towards me and towards philosophy 
since your youth, then be sure to take care of Metrodorus’ children.73 

 
 Cicero presents a number of ways in which he finds this letter to be inconsistent 

with Epicurus’ teachings, but his final critique turns on the call to care for the children of 

Metrodorus.  According to Cicero, Epicurus’ “concern for the children, his memory of 

fond friendship, his observance of his solemn duty even as he drew his last breath: all of 

this proves that the man had an innate goodness that was free of favor and needed no 

bidding by pleasure.”74  Yet in spite of this assertion, it is not immediately clear why 

Cicero attributes to Epicurus a concern to duty: after all, Epicurus calls on Hermarchus, 

to whom the letter is addressed, to perform a service; Epicurus performs no service 

himself.  Yet Hermarchus, according to this letter, has been a faithful student of Epicurus 
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since his youth.  As such, he would have likely subscribed to Epicurus’ teaching that 

pleasure is the supreme good.  Perhaps sensing that his own teaching might undermine 

Hermarchus’ willingness to sacrifice his own pleasure for the care of the children, 

Epicurus appeals to Hermarchus’ devotion to himself and to philosophy in order to add 

support for that sacrifice.  But, philosophy understood as the means to pleasure, cannot 

coherently be seen as an object of devotion.  At his death, then, Epicurus seems to have 

had a devotion to his friend Metrodorus that went beyond his own pleasure. This 

devotion led him to revise his presentation of philosophy such that it could become an 

object of devotion in order to provide stronger support for the sacrifice of one’s own 

good.   

 Cicero’s analysis of Epicurus’ will shows, in addition, a further inconsistency 

between his words and his deeds.  Epicurus requested, Cicero reveals, that his birthday be 

celebrated with a feast every year, to preserve his own and Metrodorus’ memory.75  

Cicero calls the sentiments in this will both “at odds…with the dignity of philosophy” 

and “good and humane.”76  Cicero reminds us that Epicurus himself taught that nothing 

affects those who have already died.  Thus the provisions of his will beg the question of 

why Epicurus would ask that his memory be preserved.  Cicero declares to Torquatus that 

“it is more appropriate for you to celebrate Epicurus’ birthday than it was for him to 

stipulate its celebration in his will.”77  But if it is understandable that Epicurus’ followers 
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should wish to partake in this sort celebration, the perhaps Epicurus recognized this fact 

before his death.  Perhaps he set up these celebrations both as a consolation for his 

friends after his death and to promote his philosophy.  Yet Epicurus set up the 

celebrations explicitly for the preservation of his own memory.  Perhaps as he wrote this 

will, Epicurus thought of his own consolation, rather than his friends’.  Cicero indicates 

that this is the case when he indicates immediately after the discussion of the will that the 

analysis of both the will and Epicurus’ last letter were a digression from a larger 

discussion of pain.  While this analysis was a digression, it addresses the issue of pain 

directly.  Epicurus’ will shows that as he contemplated his own death, Epicurus indeed 

felt the mental anguish of the fear of dying.  Perhaps upon the realization that his attempt 

to reach a divine-like self-sufficiency through the pursuit of pleasure would inevitably 

fail, Epicurus was led to attempt to live forever in the minds of his followers.  Thus 

Cicero shows that Epicurus was himself inconsistent in precisely the way that the young 

Torquatus is inconsistent.  Epicurus’ own case was, perhaps, worse and inconsistent 

“with the dignity of philosophy,” because he seems to have turned his back on what 

clarity he had in the face of fear at the approach of his death.  While Epicurus’ teaching 

appeals to a strong desire for permanent happiness and invulnerability to chance, that 

desire is cannot be satisfied.  Of the moral concerns, which are perhaps equally as strong, 

Epicurus’ teaching can give neither a satisfactory account, nor a satisfactory resolution. 
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Chapter 2: The Stoics 

 

 Cicero turns from the conversation with Torquatus to a conversation with the 

great Cato about Stoic philosophy.  Cicero declares that having concluded the debate with 

Torquatus, pleasure “has been eliminated from the inquiry” as a candidate for the good.78  

Cicero recalls that his conversation with Cato began with Cicero’s chancing upon him 

“surrounded by Stoic works.”  Cicero reminds his reader that Cato has “a passion for 

reading” and would often “appear to be gorging himself on books.”79  The first image of 

Cato the Stoic Cicero presents is thus one of him indulging an appetite, honorable though 

this particular appetite might be.  Cato’s indulgence reintroduces the question of the good 

of pleasure, for it raises the question of the ends of such an appetite.  In addition, Cicero 

had claimed, in his response to Torquatus, that whereas those who understand pleasure to 

be the good can never be secure in their happiness, “one who regards good as entirely a 

matter of virtue is entitled to say that one has a completely happy life when completely 

virtuous.”80  Because the Stoic understanding of happiness revolves entirely around the 

claim that moral worth is the only good, Cicero’s conversation with Cato can be 

understood as the test of Cicero’s assertion in Book II.  Indeed, as Cato insists almost 

from the beginning of the conversation, “unless it is maintained that what is moral is the 
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only good, there is no way of establishing that it is virtue that brings about the happy 

life….If it were possible for wise person to be unhappy, I fear I would set little value on 

glorious and wonderful virtue.”81  Thus Cato indicates that the central promise of Stoic 

philosophy is an unchanging happiness for the wise or virtuous man (he seems to use the 

two interchangeably here).  Virtue, says Cato, would lose its place as an object of 

admiration and it would lose its worth if it were not the avenue to complete happiness.   

 Cato begins his defense of Stoicism with an account of the nature of animals from 

birth that appears to be much like that which Cicero presented in response to Torquatus in 

Book II.  All animals desire preservation from birth.  This desire is rooted in a self-love 

that leads them to seek the good and avoid the bad.  These goods are called by Cato “the 

primary objects of desire.”82  Unlike Cicero, however, Cato rejects the possibility that 

pleasure is by nature one of these objects.83  Cato does not, however, provide an 

explanation rooted in some characteristic of nature or human nature to explain his 

rejection of pleasure.  Instead, he asserts that “if nature were thought to have included 

pleasure amongst the primary objects of desire, then a host of loathsome consequences 

would follow.”84  Cato rejects pleasure as natural because immoral consequences would 

thus also be sanctioned by nature.  He is thus not quite sincere in his desire to discover 

the natural principles and to live by them.  He wishes, Cicero indicates, to be moral above 

all, and, perhaps secondarily, to live the life that is most according to nature. 
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 Wisdom, according to Cato, is an “appropriate act” that has as its root the 

attainment of some primary object of desire.85  Cato does not explain what the initial 

object of wisdom is, but he does explain that no appropriate act has as its goal “our 

ultimate good, since moral action is not included in our original natural attachments.”86  

But our attachment to wisdom can be transformed, Cato claims, so that we come to value 

it for more than the initial object at which it aimed.  Wisdom must not, Cato asserts, be 

understood as analogous to the arts of navigation or medicine (comparisons to which 

Socrates was often fond)87, but rather to acting and dancing.  According to Cato, “just as 

actors and dancers are not assigned arbitrary roles or steps but certain fixed ones, so too 

life is to be led in a certain fixed way.”88  Whereas navigation and medicine require one 

to act based solely on one’s own expertise in the art, actors and dancers are given their 

roles by a director.  Their acting well depends not on expertise, but on conforming as 

closely as possible to the directions they have been given.  Cato’s understanding of wise 

action that is in harmony with nature thus consists in conforming to nature’s directions, 

perhaps laws, rather than gaining knowledge from which prudent action is possible.  

Wisdom is further distinguished from all arts, says Cato, because it is “directed at itself in 

its entirety.”89  With this assertion, Cato reaches far beyond his original claim that we can 
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value wisdom more highly than the object for which nature originally directs us to seek it.  

Indeed, he now asserts that nature commands us to seek wisdom wholly for its own sake. 

 Though Cato initially rejects Cicero’s claim that the Stoics are unable to 

differentiate between anything other than that which is morally right and that which is 

morally base, Cato now explicitly takes up the position he then rejected.90  Wisdom or 

virtue depends, Cato says, upon the recognition that “all things are indifferent and 

indistinguishable from one another except for virtue and vice.”91  Cato’s contradiction 

seems based on the recognition that, on the one hand, differentiation and distinction 

among the various objects is necessary in order to allow for their ranking and evaluation.  

Without such differentiations, there would be no grounds upon which to prefer certain 

objects of desire to others.  But, on the other hand, if such differentiation results in 

attributing to some of these objects the character of goods, then they force one to question 

the status of virtue as the sole good.  The Stoic solution to this difficulty is to call certain 

intermediate things “valuable,” such that one would choose to have them if possible, but 

to deny that these have any effect on our virtue and thus, on our happiness.92   

 Cicero shows that this solution ultimately prevents the Stoics from understanding 

what they truly desire.  Those who are wise, according to Cato, live “happy, perfect, and 

blessed lives, with no impediment or obstacle, lacking nothing.”93  At the same time, 

however, Cato reveals that the happy and moral life is not only that which is 
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praiseworthy, but one that “justifiably wins praise.”94  Cato’s initial picture of the happy 

life as perfect and sufficient unto itself reveals in Cato a deeper desire for honor and 

praise, rather than mere praiseworthiness.  Happiness, to Cato, requires that one’s life be 

“marked out” or recognized on account of its morality.95  In spite of his fairly clear desire 

for honor and recognition, Cato emphatically agrees with those of his predecessors who 

teach that “good reputation…aside from any instrumental benefit it may have…was not 

worth lifting a finger for.”96  Cato does not know what he truly wants and therefore 

cannot know what will make him happy.   

 Just as the Epicureans taught that happiness, which consists in the highest 

pleasure, once acquired, cannot vary in degree or with respect to duration, Cato insists 

that “goodness itself, which is found in one’s being in harmony with nature [does] not 

admit of cumulative enlargement.”97  Because there is only one good—moral worth—

there is nothing truly good to add to virtue that could enhance one’s goodness.  Cato 

takes this conception one further step with the assertion that “one who has made some 

progress towards the acquisition of virtue is just as unhappy as the one who has made no 

progress at all.”98  For Cato, virtue is either complete, or it is completely lacking.  He 

seems to appeal with this claim to the belief that the highest virtue and its happiness are 

extremely difficult to obtain.  The other side of Cato’s view is the wish that, once 

obtained, virtue cannot be lost.   
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 While Cicero suggests that the Stoic understanding of the intermediate things 

obscures one’s own desires from oneself, Cato declares that this view provides the wise 

man with judgment so clear that he will be able to pick the right time for his own death.99  

It is the appropriate action (an action that aims at a natural principle) to live “when most 

of what one has is in accordance with nature.”100  When one believes oneself to lack what 

is in accordance with nature death is most appropriate.  While Cato courageously declares 

that it may be the case that “it is the appropriate action for the wise person to depart from 

life though happy,” he also reminds us that for the Stoic, “living happily—that is, living 

in harmony with nature—is a matter of timeliness.”101  Cato thus presents a portrait of the 

Stoic whose happiness is independent of the length of his life and who would look upon 

death as nothing bad in comparison to a life that must be inconsistent with the dictates of 

nature.  In the latter cases, the Stoic would even choose death.  But by recalling that 

happiness is precisely the life lived according to nature, Cato’s comment provokes us to 

wonder in what way the life of the wise man can ever be said to lack most of the things 

that are in accordance with nature?  If the answer to this question involves difficulties of 

external circumstance, then one must drastically reduce the extent to which one believes 

wisdom, and through it happiness, to be self-sufficient.  If happiness is not wholly self-

sufficient, however, then Cato himself has said that virtue’s claim to be the good can be 

challenged.   
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 Perhaps sensing somewhat that he has inadvertently called into question the self-

sufficiency of the life has hitherto praised as complete and blessed, Cato turns to consider 

the social and political relations of human beings.  According to Cato, all human 

association springs, at bottom, from natural familial love.  This love extends beyond our 

immediate families and creates “mutual and natural sympathy between humans, so that 

the very fact of being human requires that no human be considered a stranger to any 

other.”102  These sympathies fit us by nature not only for cities, but also for participation 

in assemblies.  Nature makes us naturally fit for participation in the various human cities, 

according to Cato, but more importantly, nature itself is to be understood as “a single city 

and state shared by humans and gods” and ruled by the divine.103  The law that governs 

the universe governs for the sake of the whole, rather than an individual, or a part.104  The 

good of the gods and the good of the human beings are in perfect and recognizable 

agreement.  Thus, death for one’s country, because it is in accord not only with civic duty 

but with the law that governs nature, has the support of the gods and is said to include 

one’s own good because it is for the good of all.105  Cato’s conception of the universe as a 

cosmopolis governed by a law of nature thus gives further support to the merit of freely 

choosing of death at the appropriate time, which his earlier explanation had undermined. 

 Yet Cato shows that the Stoics also held the connection created by natural human 

sympathy and the rule of natural law were insufficient on their own to hold human beings 
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together, for the Stoics claimed that more was needed “to preserve society, unity and 

affection between all human beings.”106  Cato explains that the Stoics “deemed both 

‘benefits’ and ‘losses’ to be shared, “ but “‘conveniences’ and  ‘inconveniences’…they 

deemed to be shared but unequal.”107  Thus the Stoics bring human beings closer together 

by requiring them to share equally and in common in what is beneficial and harmful.  A 

society of human beings must conceive of itself as benefitting as a whole or losing as a 

whole when an individual member benefits or loses.  In this way would our natural 

sympathy be increasingly fostered and our bonds tightened.  But the presentation casts a 

doubt over the plausibility of sharing benefits and losses with the claim that “right and 

wrong actions are not so regarded.”108  Just as one cannot expect, Cato seems to suggest, 

a community to accept the blame for the wrong action of an individual, one cannot expect 

an individual to allow the community to share wholly in the virtue of his right action.  

Thus, Cato eventually recognizes that the sharing of benefits and losses cannot tie human 

beings together over the highest goods or most troubling bads.   

 Because this sharing cannot provide the extra unity and affection among human 

beings that he seeks, Cato now turns to a consideration of natural friendship and justice.  

Cato asserts that “there can be no justice or friendship at all except where sought for their 

own sake,” yet he admits that there is disagreement on the subject.109  While anything 

that can be called a “law” is so, on his view, according to nature, and while the wise man 
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obeys this law, Cato makes it clear that there are those who do not obey the law.110  

Although “we seem to be born” for justice, there are those who steal for their personal 

enrichment; although the wise man harms no one, there are those who “collude in a 

wrong with one’s friends or benefactors.”111  The natural law does not provide enough 

support on its own for human beings to live correctly together in society.  Indeed, it is 

precisely the natural law that requires extra support.   

   Cato turns, then, lastly to the study of logic and natural science, which he calls 

virtues for the first time.  Logic provides the method by which one must study and natural 

science is the substance.112  It is impossible, according to Cato, “to make judgments about 

good an evil unless one understands the whole system of nature, and even the life of the 

gods, as well as the question of whether or not human nature is in harmony with that of 

the universe.”113  Cato’s initial statement reminds us of the extent, in spite of Cato’s 

effort to show otherwise, that the place of humanity in the universe indeed remains a 

question.  His statement also appears to leave open the full debunking of his own view 

should science reveal that there may be no gods and that relationship between human 

beings and nature is not wholly benevolent.  While this is the implication of Cato’s 

statement, it does not seem to be Cato’s intention to convey such skepticism.  Cato 

declares that “this one science alone can reveal the power of nature to foster justice and 

preserve friendship…As for piety towards the gods, and the proper amount of gratitude 
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we owe them, there can be no understanding of such matters without explanation of the 

natural world.”114  Cato has full confidence that natural philosophy directs one to the 

support of justice and friendship.  The study is most important because through it the 

gods are revealed as supporting our endeavors.  Not science, then, but piety is the 

ultimate foundation of the natural law.  Cato, however, shows himself to be uneasy with 

his own revelation.  He has shown the Stoic understanding of virtue to be founded 

ultimately not in nature, but in piety.  Cato claims he has been carried away beyond his 

original plan, inspired with admiration for the “marvelously systematic” Stoic 

doctrines.115  Cato closes his speech giving reasons for admiration for the Stoics and the 

wise man, but his inadvertent admission about the importance of piety is the last 

substantive claim that he makes before Cicero begins his reply. 

 Cicero begins his response to Cato’s presentation with the claim that the 

Peripatetics “expound the same doctrines” as the Stoics with less innovative 

vocabulary.116  Cato’s extreme resistance to this assertion leads one to question Cicero’s 

seriousness in making it, yet he repeats it in various forms throughout his speech.117  

Cicero’s depiction in Book III of Cato in particular and Stoicism in general as 

misunderstanding their own desires suggests, perhaps, that the serious point in this rather 

odd claim is that given the clarity to examine their own souls unencumbered by the fancy 

language of Stoic philosophy, the Stoics would eventually find themselves in agreement 
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with Cicero’s position.  Cicero indicates, in addition, that the particular language that the 

Stoics employ is not arbitrary.  Their innovative words contribute further to the fog in 

which they live.  

 Indeed, Cicero points to a particular shift in vocabulary as the very source of the 

supposed disagreement between the Stoics and the Peripatetics.  Those things which the 

Peripatetics called good in addition to virtue, the Stoics insist are “actually ‘preferred’, 

not good…are to be ‘adopted’ rather than ‘sought.’”118  Cicero here mockingly decries 

this shift as wholly arbitrary.  Yet, as Cicero later indicates more clearly, these new 

terms, as questionable as is the distinction they purport to make, are not arbitrarily 

chosen.  To speak of something as preferred or adopted, rather than simply good, or 

sought, suggests that one has a great degree of control over the selection or rejection of 

the objects of one’s choice and desire.  A Stoic, according to Cicero, calls “disease, 

poverty and pain not evil, but…worthy of rejection” and those things which have value 

he “speaks not of seeking but of selecting, not of wishing for but of adopting.”119  The 

Stoic attempts through this shift in words to show his desire to be less subject to the 

passions, and even to wish, and to have complete control over his vulnerability to pain 

and, perhaps, above all, to death.   

It is this desire, it seems, that leads the Stoics to hold out virtue as something 

exceedingly difficult to achieve, but complete and permanent upon its attainment.  But 

this standard by which virtue is virtue only in its complete form, is, according to Cicero, 
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completely unconnected to human experience.  It requires that one consider Plato, “that 

great man,” though perhaps not wise according to the Stoic understanding, to have “lived 

no happier a life than the most wicked of us.”120  While this standard of virtue cannot 

account for true the happiness of the true philosophic life exemplified by Plato, neither is 

it a political standard.  This view, Cicero argues, can “have no place in the life of the 

city…No one could take seriously anyone who spoke like that, and set themselves up as 

an authority on the wise and dignified conduct of life.”121  By proclaiming all people 

miserable who lack complete virtue, the Stoics detach themselves from the concern with 

the particular civic virtues such as devotion to the fatherland.  Thus, according to Cicero, 

the Stoic understanding of virtue is a standard to be adopted neither by serious 

philosophers nor by serious political men.  Cicero complicates his claim, however, by 

gently reminding is reader that the Stoics themselves do not accept their own teaching 

wholeheartedly.  Stoic philosophy rather “speaks a common language in public, but its 

own language in its treatises[;] and this despite the fact that none of their new terms 

expresses any new ideas.  The same doctrines are preserved, but in a different format.”  

Only the text of the Stoic books, says Cicero, contain their new terms.  The Stoics, on the 

one hand, fall back on more traditional language about virtue when speaking in public; on 

the other hand, their deepest concerns show attachments that comport with the ordinary, 

rather than novel way of speaking.  Thus Cicero seems to suggest again that there is 
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something particularly attractive in the way the Stoics speak about virtue.  He also 

suggests, however, that this attraction is ultimately unsustainable.   

The core of Cicero’s most significant critique of the Stoics centers on their total 

disregard for human nature insofar as they disregard the concerns of the body.  Cicero 

asks, “How and where did you suddenly abandon the body and all those things that are in 

accordance with nature but not in or power, finally discarding appropriate action 

itself?”122  If, as suggested above, the Stoics associated especially the passions and pains 

of the body with the vulnerability to chance, then it is not surprising that they attempted 

wholly to remove bodily concerns from their conception of the good.  But, as Cicero now 

suggests, it is impossible to conceive of the good of any living creature whose end is to 

live according to nature that does not include some cognizance of the physical.123  

Nevertheless, Cicero indicates that the Stoics were not alone in their disparaging of the 

body.  Certain other philosophers began their examination of nature with sense 

perception, but, having ascended to a “grander and more divine vision…they abandoned 

the senses.”124  In the same way, the Stoics “moved on from original desire to the 

beautiful vision of virtue and cast aside all that they saw apart from virtue.”125  Because 

their understanding of virtue took account of only half of nature, the Stoics “failed to 
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realize that they were undermining the foundations of those beautiful objects of their 

admiration.”126          

Cicero describes the nature of human beings, like that of all animals, as fixed and 

permanent.  Both human and animal nature is rooted in self-love and “there is none that 

ever abandons either itself, or any part of itself…or indeed anything, whether process or 

state, that is in accordance with its nature.”127  On this basis, however, Cicero wonders, 

“how is it, then, that human nature alone, should abandon itself, forgetting the body and 

placing the highest good not in the whole but in a part of itself?”128  Cicero’s amazement 

seems at first simply to recapitulate his critique of the Stoics for their disregard of the 

human body in their understanding of the good.  But Cicero seems also to suggest that 

while the Stoics are mistaken, there is something peculiar about human nature that invites 

such a mistake.  Human beings, alone among the animals, are not simply at home in their 

bodily nature.  Human nature alone wishes, in some way, to abandon this part of itself 

and exist as something more noble and pure.  With this recognition, then, Cicero 

concedes that there is something inherently and deeply appealing for human beings in the 

Stoic promise of invulnerability to bodily concerns.  But both the attraction and the 

promise, as Cicero has already emphasized, are based on a misunderstanding of our 

nature.  To simply succumb to them cannot be healthy for human beings.  Cicero thus 

presents a new conception of wisdom, and the wise man. Drawing an analogy with a 

sculptor who “can start a work from scratch…or can take over an unfinished work from 
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someone and perfect it,” Cicero says that, “wisdom corresponds to the latter case.  It did 

not itself generate the human race; it took over, unfinished, from nature.”129  Nature, as 

Cicero notes, leaves her work incomplete.  Nature gives neither directions nor a final end 

to wisdom.  According to Cicero’s depiction, wisdom can discover our proper 

improvement neither through natural law nor through a preconceived teleological 

conception of what our ends must be.130  This can only be achieved through the close 

examination of the material that nature has left us with, that is, human nature.  Cicero’s 

depiction of wisdom as the sculptor’s art coincides, in one sense, with the Stoic’s 

comparison of wisdom to acting and dancing.  Sculpture, like the performing arts, 

perhaps more so, is usually undertaken for the sake of the beautiful, rather than merely 

utilitarian.  Yet Cicero emphasizes in this case that the sculpture is necessary because of a 

certain way in which nature has left us lacking.  Sculpture in Cicero’s analogy seems then 

to have more in common with the utilitarian arts that make up for other ways in which we 

are naturally needy.  Moreover, that nature leaves us unfinished at all suggests that Cicero 

does not find a perfect harmony between our desires and the natural order.  To live in 

accord with nature, then, would require not only the improvement of what nature has left 

incomplete, but the conscious recognition that deep desires, especially insofar as they 

may be related to the desire to escape death and pain will not ultimately be satisfied by 

nature.  Such a recognition will inevitably be painful and for this reason, Epicurus’ 
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understanding of pleasure as the good cannot be satisfying for human beings.  This does 

not, however, require that pleasure be eliminated from the category of possible goods.  In 

light of this recognition of our reliance on things external to us and our vulnerability to, 

rather than immunity from, chance, both Epicureanism and Stoicism are found to promise 

a more complete happiness than it is possible for human beings to achieve.  As Cicero 

shows, however, it is precisely in this over-reaching promise that the popular success of 

Epicureanism and Stoicism lies.    

                                                
supreme good is.  Considerations of action and duty do not motivate us to desire the things that are in 
accordance with nature.  Rather the latter are what motivate our desires and our actions.”  (IV.48) 
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