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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
QUESTION OF THE GOOD LIFE

On The Good Life
Marcus Tullius Cicero

For millennia, humanity has grappled
with a single, profound question: What
does it mean to live well? We chase
success, accumulate wealth, seek
pleasure, and strive for recognition, yet
a lingering sense of unease often
remains. In our hyper-connected, fast-

paced world, the search for a meaningful
existence feels more urgent than ever. It
is precisely here, in the noise of modern
life, that the voice of an ancient Roman
statesman and philosopher offers a
surprisingly clear and resonant answer.
Marcus Tullius Cicero, a man who lived
through political turmoil, personal
tragedy, and immense public success,
dedicated a significant portion of his
literary output to this very subject. His
dialogues and essays, particularly those
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collected under the thematic umbrella of
On The Good Life Marcus Tullius
Cicero, provide a practical, virtue-based
framework for achieving eudaimonia—a
state of genuine human flourishing.

Cicero was not an original philosopher in
the sense of inventing a new system.
Instead, he was a brilliant synthesizer, a
master translator of Greek philosophical
thought into the pragmatic, legalistic
world of Rome. He drew heavily from the
Stoics, the Peripatetics (followers of
Aristotle), and the Academic Skeptics,
weaving their insights into a cohesive
and actionable philosophy. For the
modern reader, On The Good Life
Marcus Tullius Cicero is not a dusty
relic but a vibrant guidebook. It argues
that the good life is not found in external
circumstances but cultivated from

within, through the disciplined exercise
of virtue, the nurturing of community,
and the courageous pursuit of truth. This
article will explore the core tenets of
Cicero’'s vision, demonstrating its
profound relevance for anyone seeking a
life of purpose, resilience, and authentic
happiness.

UNDERSTANDING CICERO’S
PHILOSOPHICAL CONTEXT

To fully appreciate Cicero’s contribution,
one must understand the intellectual
battleground of his time. The major
schools of Hellenistic
philosophy—Stoicism, Epicureanism, and
Aristotelianism—each offered a different
prescription for the good life. Cicero
refused to pledge allegiance to any
single school. He was an Academic
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Skeptic, which meant he believed in
probabilism: we can never know the
absolute truth with certainty, but we can
identify what is highly probable and live
accordingly. This intellectual humility is
the bedrock of his practical philosophy.

Drawing from the Stoics, Cicero adopted
their emphasis on virtue as the sole
intrinsic good. He rejected the Epicurean
notion that pleasure is the highest good,
arguing instead that a life dedicated to
reason, duty, and moral excellence is
inherently superior. However, he was not
as austere as the strict Stoics. From
Aristotle and the Peripatetics, he
accepted that while virtue is essential,
external goods like health, wealth, and
friendship have some value and
contribute to a fully flourishing life. This
balanced, commonsense approach is

what makes On The Good Life Marcus
Tullius Cicero so accessible and
durable. He gives us a philosophy for the
real world, not for the monastery or the
ivory tower.

THE FOUR CARDINAL VIRTUES:
THE ARCHITECTURE OF A GOOD
LIFE

For Cicero, the good life is built upon the
foundation of four cardinal virtues. These
are not abstract ideals but practical
habits of mind and action that allow a
person to navigate life’s complexities
with grace and integrity. He explores
these virtues in depth in works like De
Officiis (On Duties) and the Tusculan
Disputations.



Wisdom (Sophia
or Prudentia)

Cicero defines wisdom not as the
accumulation of facts, but as the
knowledge of what is good, bad, and
indifferent. It is the ability to discern the
true nature of things and to act
accordingly. A wise person, in Cicero’s
view, is not fooled by appearances. They
understand that reputation, wealth, and
power are “preferred indifferents”—they
can be useful but are not essential to
happiness. Wisdom is the mastering of
desire and fear through the clear light of
reason. In our age of information
overload, this virtue is more critical than
ever. It is the ability to distinguish

between what truly matters and what
merely clamors for our attention.
Practicing wisdom means constantly
asking: “Is this action aligned with my
principles? Is it truly good, or just
seemingly so?”

Justice
(Dikaiosyne or
lustitia)

Justice, for Cicero, is the foundation of
human society. He famously argued that
we are born for justice, not for ourselves
alone. A good life cannot be lived in
isolation. Justice involves giving each
person their due, honoring agreements,
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and contributing to the common good.
Cicero was a fierce defender of the rule
of law, believing that a state without
justice is merely a large band of robbers.
On a personal level, justice manifests as
integrity, fairness, and honesty in all
dealings. To live the good life according
to Cicero, one must be a good citizen, a
loyal friend, and an honest partner. This
virtue requires us to expand our circle of
concern beyond our immediate self-
interest to include our family,
community, and the wider world.

Courage

(Andreia or
Fortitudo)

This is not merely physical bravery in
battle, but a deeper moral and
psychological strength. Ciceronian
courage is the ability to stand firm in the
face of adversity, to speak truth to
power, and to endure hardship without
losing one’s composure. It is the quality
that allows a person to maintain their
principles even when it is costly or
dangerous. Cicero himself demonstrated
this virtue throughout his political life,
famously opposing the conspiracy of
Catiline and later standing against the
tyranny of Mark Antony, an act that cost
him his life. For the modern reader,



courage means having the fortitude to
resist social pressure, to admit when you
are wrong, and to pursue a difficult but
worthy goal. It is the muscle that
protects all the other virtues. Without
courage, wisdom becomes cowardly,
justice becomes weak, and temperance
becomes irrelevant.

Temperance
(Sophrosyne or
Temperantia)

Often translated as “moderation” or
“self-control,” temperance is the virtue
that governs our appetites and desires.
Cicero did not advocate for

asceticism—the denial of all pleasure.
Instead, he argued for self-mastery.
The temperate person enjoys pleasure,
but is not a slave to it. They know when
to indulge and when to abstain. This
virtue brings order and harmony to the
soul, preventing our passions from
overthrowing our reason. In a consumer
culture that constantly stimulates our
desires, temperance is a revolutionary
act. It means choosing a simpler meal, a
quieter evening, or a more disciplined
work schedule. It is the art of wanting
what you already have, the key to
lasting contentment that is central to On
The Good Life Marcus Tullius Cicero.

THE ROLE OF FRIENDSHIP AND
COMMUNITY

Cicero dedicated an entire dialogue,

6 On The Good Life Marcus Tullius Cicero

2023-01-25



On The Good Life Marcus Tullius Cicero 7

Laelius de Amicitia (On Friendship), to
this vital component of the good life. He
believed that friendship is not merely a
pleasant accessory to life, but a
necessity. True friendship, for Cicero, is
only possible between good
people—those who share a commitment
to virtue. It is a partnership in the pursuit
of the good.

A true friend, he wrote, is a “second
self.” They offer counsel, share in our
joys, and lighten our sorrows. Cicero
valued friendship above kinship and
even above political alliances because it
is freely chosen and based on mutual
respect and affection. Without deep,
authentic connections, life is barren. The
good life is a shared life. This rings
profoundly true today, as studies
consistently show that strong social

bonds are the single most important
predictor of human happiness. Cicero
would urge us to invest time and energy
in cultivating a small circle of virtuous
friends, to be loyal, honest, and
generous with them, recognizing that
these relationships are a fundamental
part of our flourishing.

BALANCING PUBLIC DUTY AND
PRIVATE CONTEMPLATION

One of the most fascinating tensions in
Cicero’s philosophy, and indeed in his
own life, is the balance between the
active life (vita activa) and the
contemplative life (vita contemplativa).
As a politician, he was deeply engaged
in the messy, often corrupt world of
Roman governance. As a philosopher, he
prized the quiet study of wisdom, the



leisurely pursuit of truth.

Cicero argued that both are essential.
The good person has a duty to
contribute to their community, to use
their talents for the public good.
Retreating entirely from the world is a
form of selfishness. However, he also
recognized that the active life can be
exhausting and corrupting. We need
periods of retreat, of otium cum
dignitate (leisure with dignity), to
recharge our minds, reflect on our
values, and reconnect with the larger
purpose of our lives. The good life, then,
is a rhythm of engagement and
withdrawal. We strive to make our mark
on the world, but we also cultivate an
inner sanctuary of peace. This wisdom is
a powerful antidote to the modern cult of
busyness, reminding us that our worth is

not defined by our output, but by the
quality of our being.

PRACTICAL WISDOM FOR
MODERN LIVING

So, how can we apply On The Good
Life Marcus Tullius Cicero today?
Here are several actionable takeaways:

» Define your own values: Cicero
would ask you to look beyond
societal definitions of success.
What is truly good? Not what looks
good on Instagram, but what
aligns with your deepest
principles.

* Practice daily reflection: Take a
few minutes each evening to
review your day. Did you act with
wisdom, justice, courage, and
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temperance? This is a powerful
tool for self-correction and growth.
Cultivate strong friendships:
Invest in relationships built on
mutual respect and shared values.
Be the kind of friend you wish to
have.

Engage in your community:
Find a way to contribute, whether
through your profession,
volunteering, or simply being a
good neighbor. The good life is not
a private pursuit.

Embrace difficulty: Do not shrink
from challenges. See them as
opportunities to practice courage
and resilience. A life without
struggle is a life without growth.

¢ Seek balance and moderation:

Avoid extremes. Enjoy pleasure,

but do not be mastered by it. Work
hard, but know when to rest.

CONCLUSION: THE TIMELESS
RELEVANCE OF CICERO

In a world that often feels chaotic and
uncertain, the philosophy of Marcus
Tullius Cicero offers a steady hand. His
vision of the good life is not about
achieving fame, fortune, or perfect
happiness. It is about becoming a certain
kind of person: wise, just, courageous,
and temperate. It is about fulfilling our
potential as rational and social beings,
living with integrity, and contributing to
the common good. On The Good Life
Marcus Tullius Cicero is not a
destination to be reached, but a path to
be walked every day. It is a call to take
responsibility for our own character, to



cultivate our minds, and to build a life of
authentic meaning and purpose. By
embracing these ancient principles, we
can navigate the complexities of the
modern world with greater clarity,
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resilience, and joy. The good life is not
given; it is built. And Cicero, across two
millennia, still has much to teach us
about the materials we need to build it
well.
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