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During the turmoil that led to the fall of  the Roman Republic, a few months before he was 
murdered, near the end of 44 BCE, Cicero was busy quickly writing a guide to human 
behavior for his son, titled De Officiis. The following excerpt is from the first chapter, “Moral 
Goodness.” 
 
 First of all, Nature has endowed every species of living creature with the instinct of 
self-preservation, of avoiding what seems likely to cause injury to life or limb, and of 
procuring and providing everything needful for life — food, shelter, and the like. A common 
property of all creatures is also the reproductive instinct (the purpose of which is the 
propagation of the species) and also a certain amount of concern for their offspring. But the 
most marked difference between man and beast is this: the beast, just as far as it is moved by 
the senses and with very little perception of past or future, adapts itself to that alone which is 
present at the moment; while man — because he is endowed with reason, by which he 
comprehends the chain of consequences, perceives the causes of things, understands the 
relation of cause to effect and of effect to cause, draws analogies, and connects and associates 
the present and the future — easily surveys the course of his whole life and makes the 
necessary preparations for its conduct strangely tender love for his offspring. She also 
prompts men to meet in companies, to form public assemblies and to take part in them 
themselves; and she further dictates, as a consequence of this, the effort on man's part to 
provide a store of things that minister to his comforts and wants — and not for himself alone, 
but for his wife and children and the others whom he holds dear and for whom he ought to 
provide; and this responsibility also stimulates his courage and makes it stronger for the active 
duties of life. […] 
 And it is no mean manifestation of Nature and Reason that man is the only animal that 
has a feeling for order, for propriety, for moderation in word and deed. And so no other 
animal has a sense of beauty, loveliness, harmony in the visible world; and Nature and 
Reason, extending the analogy of this from the world of sense to the world of spirit, find that 
beauty, consistency, order are far more to be maintained in thought and deed, and the same 
Nature and Reason are careful to do nothing in an improper or unmanly fashion, and in every 
thought and deed to do or think nothing capriciously. It is from these elements that is forged 
and fashioned that moral goodness which is the subject of this inquiry — something that, even 
though it be not generally ennobled, is still worthy of all honor; and by its own nature, we 
correctly maintain, it merits praise even though it be praised by none. […]  
 But since, as Plato has admirably expressed it, we are not born for ourselves alone, but 
our country claims a share of our being, and our friends a share; and since, as the Stoics hold, 
everything that the earth produces is created for man's use; and as men, too, are born for the 
sake of men, that they may be able mutually to help one another; in this direction we ought to 
follow Nature as our guide, to contribute to the general good by an interchange of acts of 
kindness, by giving and receiving, and thus by our skill, our industry, and our talents to 
cement human society more closely together, man to man. […] 
 The foundation of justice, moreover, is good faith; — that is, truth and fidelity to 
promises and agreements.  
 
 
(This excerpt is from the webpage of the Constitution Society at  
http://www.constitution.org/rom/de_officiis.htm) 
 


