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Abstract
The fragmentary state of Cicero’s De Republica makes it difficult to see how it is a unified work. In this paper, I argue that Cicero uses ring composition to unify the dialogue as a polemic against the Epicurean prohibition on political involvement. Cicero is following Plato in his use of ring composition, and just as Plato uses ring composition in the Republic to express his views about philosophical method, so does Cicero. Ring composition turns out to be central to a plausible skeptical reading of the De Republica, in which Cicero both tries to induce suspension of belief in the Epicurean prohibition on political involvement, as well as prevent the reader from unreflectively adopting his own provisionally held views, both consistent with his commitment to the pedagogical aims of Academic skeptical philosophy. 
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It’s hard to say anything about the overall structure of Cicero’s De Republica. Although the discovery of the Vatican palimpsest manuscript in 1820 enabled scholars to start to fill out the picture of Cicero’s political theories, much of the text is still missing, and it can be difficult to see how the text is a unified whole. For example, the famous Dream of Scipio passage is nearly all that remains of the sixth book, and it’s unclear why Cicero chose to end his dialogue on political philosophy with a story about cosmology and the afterlife. We might, as some scholars have[footnoteRef:1], offer the simple explanation that this is what Plato did, and Cicero is following nostrum Platonem, as he calls him, in ending his Republic with a Roman version of the Myth of Er.  [1:  For example, Powell and Rudd say “Cicero’s direct homage to the master…is embodied in the concluding vision of the cosmos and the afterlife (the Dream of Scipio) which reflects the Myth of Er…” (J. Powell and N. Rudd, Cicero: The Republic and the Laws (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. xvi.) Jed Atkins calls the Dream of Scipio the “literary counterpart to the Myth of Er” at J. W. Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 25.] 

	But this isn’t the whole story, or so I will contend in this essay. The structure of Cicero’s De Republica is itself derived from Plato’s Republic, in a way that allows us to say more about the place of the Dream of Scipio in the work, and about the status of the De Republica as a skeptical work. I will argue that Cicero’s De Republica is ring-composed, and that the Dream of Scipio passage is a return to the themes of the beginning of the text. Cicero’s use of ring composition serves to unify the work in a way not yet appreciated by scholars. Further, this formal feature of the De Republica turns out to be a philosophical feature as well: by using a bookended ring composition structure, Cicero is structuring his dialogue in a way that coheres with his Academic skepticism.
	I will begin with a discussion of the relationship between Cicero’s De Republica and Plato’s Republic. Then I will briefly explain what ring composition is, and summarize some of the ways that the Republic is ring-composed, followed by a discussion of the purpose of ring composition in Plato’s Republic. Next, I will show that the De Republica is in fact ring-composed: book 1 and the Dream of Scipio passage are bookends to the dialogue with two different, but complementary, thematic rings. Then I will discuss the possible evidence for rings in the intervening books. Finally, I will argue that ring composition can help us improve our understanding of the De Republica in at least two ways: it helps us to understand the overall unity of the dialogue, and is central to at least one plausible skeptical reading of the dialogue. 

Cicero’s Republic and Plato’s Republic
	It is undeniable that Cicero looked to Plato’s Republic when composing his own De Republica. Powell and Rudd call it the “obvious literary model”[footnoteRef:2] for the De Republica. Schofield says “In the De republica we find Cicero exploiting material from Plato’s Republic virtually from first word to last.”[footnoteRef:3] Both the topics of discussion and the structure of the De Republica owe something to Plato’s Republic. For example, in book 3, Philus’s defense of the advantages of injustice and Laelius’s response are clearly a heavy-handed reference to the discussion of the benefits of injustice in the first two books of Plato’s Republic. Cicero also follows Plato in understanding the goal of politics to be the happiness of the citizens.[footnoteRef:4] And to state the obvious, Plato is Cicero’s model in utilizing the dialogue form for philosophy, though Cicero adapts it to his own Roman context, making Scipio his Roman Socrates figure.  [2:  Powell and Rudd, Cicero: The Republic and the Laws, p. xvi]  [3:  M. Schofield, ‘Cicero and Plato’, in J.W. Atkins. and T. Bénatouïl (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Cicero’s Philosophy. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), pp. 88-102, at p. 93. Though compare, A. A. Long, 'Cicero’s politics in De officiis’. In A. Laks and M. Schofield (eds.), Justice and Generosity: Studies in Hellenistic Social and Political 
Philosophy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1995), pp. 213–240, at p. 240. He argues that ‘De officiis, not the De re publica, is Cicero’s Republic’. ]  [4:  Scipio says in a fragment from book 5: ‘Ut enim gubernatori cursus secundus, medico sales, imperatori victoria, sic huic moderatori rei publicae beata civium vita proposita est…’ (Cic. Rep. 5.2) References to Cic. Rep. are given by book number and section number following Powell’s OCT. Translations are from Powell and Rudd unless indicated otherwise.] 

	But Cicero isn’t merely copying Plato’s Republic. Cicero contradicts Plato and doesn’t follow him in several ways. For one, in his political theorizing Cicero uses a real example (the Roman republic) for discussing ideal political theory instead of a hypothetical ideal city. He also seems to reject several of Plato’s moral proposals. In book 4, Cicero rejects several Greek customs endorsed by the interlocutors of the Republic, including the state-sanctioned and formalized education that Socrates insists is so crucial to the success of Kallipolis.[footnoteRef:5] He finds the Greek practice of nude exercise particularly ridiculous[footnoteRef:6], and views it as repulsive to Roman verecundia. Further, Powell and Rudd rightly point out that the fragments of books 4 and 5 seem to show that Cicero disagreed with the abolition of private property and marriage proposed by Socrates in the Republic.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  See Pl. Resp. 424b5-c5, where Socrates insists that any changes to the education system would spell catastrophe for the ideal city. ]  [6:  Scipio says ‘Iuventutis vero exercitatio quem absurda in gymnasiis!’ ‘How truly absurd is the exercise of youths in the gymnasium!’ (Cic. Rep. 4.2a)]  [7:  Powell and Rudd, Cicero: The Republic and the Laws, p. xvi.] 

	At the level of political theorizing, Cicero also disagrees with Plato’s proposals in the Republic: Cicero’s political ideal of the mixed constitution actually resembles Plato’s Laws much more than the Republic. But still, Powell and Rudd are correct that it is Plato’s Republic, rather than the Laws, which is the literary model for De Republica. In Cicero’s project of theorizing Roman institutions in a Greek manner, he certainly adapts some Platonic ideas to his Roman context. But at the literary level, he directly reproduces some of the formal elements of the Republic in his De Republica, and this can be seen—as I will argue—in Cicero’s employment of ring composition to bookend his dialogue. 
	It is important to note, however, that Cicero’s use of ring composition may very well be a byproduct of his following the literary structure of Plato’s Republic, rather than a conscious use of the literary technique. And it is not certain whether Cicero would have known about ring composition from his rhetorical studies, though some scholars suggest that we have evidence that he did.[footnoteRef:8] On the other hand, ring composition could be something that Cicero is aware of using in his work, but that is not deliberate.[footnoteRef:9] We cannot know which of these is the case, and thus ought to remain agnostic about the matter. Nevertheless, I agree with Jed Atkins, who suggests that the fact that Cicero took three years to complete the De Republica—the same amount of time it took him to complete the entire cycle of dialogues from 46 to 44 B.C.—indicates that it is a “carefully crafted [piece] of literature”. The argument of my essay will proceed under the assumption that “like Plato’s dialogues, Cicero’s Republic and Laws repay a close reading that gives careful attention to literary features. Form and philosophy are intimately connected,” an assumption that I do not have room to defend here.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Baraz suggests that Cicero uses ring composition in the Topica. See Y. Baraz, A Written Republic: Cicero’s Philosophical Politics. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), p. 173. Fantham argues that Cicero uses ring composition both to structure the three books of the De Oratore as a whole, and in the framing of Antonius’s discourse in book 2. See E. Fantham The Roman World of Cicero’s De Oratore (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 77 and p. 168. Atkins identifies ring composition in the De Legibus, in the way that Marcus first argues for natural law in book 1. See Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws, p. 171. Generally, these scholars set a low evidential bar for attributing ring composition to Cicero: a mere restatement of a theme with other material intervening seems to be all they mean when they call something ‘ring composition’. ]  [9:  I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer who pointed out the variety of possibilities of deliberate vs. non-deliberate use of ring composition here. ]  [10:  Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws, p. 8.] 

What is Ring Composition?
	Ring composition is,[footnoteRef:11] at its simplest, a compositional technique employing an ABA form. That is, the end of the work in some way looks back to or repeats the beginning, with the beginning and end forming a sort of “ring” or “bookends”. Ring composition can be much more complex than simple exposition of a theme and recapitulation of that same theme, to borrow some terms from musicology. A ring-composed work can involve several distinct rings forming something like concentric circles, which we could represent as an ABCDCBA form. The repetition comprising the second “bookend”—the recapitulation—can also be different than the first, oftentimes developed by what intervenes. In such cases, the ring composition would be better represented as ABCDC′B′A′. This compositional form is found in poetry, music, and even visual art.[footnoteRef:12] Ring composition is common in Ancient Greek literature: for example, it is generally agreed by scholars that the Iliad is heavily ring-composed,[footnoteRef:13] and almost all scholars think that Herodotus’s Histories is ring-composed as well.[footnoteRef:14]  [11:  Just about everything I say about ring composition owes a lot to R. Barney, ‘Ring-Composition in Plato: The Case of Republic X’, in M. McPherran (ed.), Cambridge Critical Guide to Plato’s Republic. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 32–51. For a fuller discussion of what ring composition is, her essay is invaluable. ]  [12:  The 15th century Ghent Altarpiece is one example of the use of ring-compositional bookend structure in visual art. ]  [13:  See Barney, ‘Ring Composition’, footnote 1 for references about Iliadic ring composition. ]  [14:  See I. Beck, Die Ringkomposition bei Herodot und ihre Bedeuting für die Beweistechnik (Hildesheim and New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1971) and F. Hartog, The Mirror of Herodotus (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988) p. 62 and p. 255. ] 

	Why might a philosopher use ring composition in their work? One reason has to do with lack of narrative in philosophical writing. Narrative works such as novels and epic poems can achieve unity by using a story arc with rising and falling action, a climax, and a resolution. By presenting the narrative elements of the story in a linear chronological sequence, and as causally related, the author gives a sense of unity to the disparate events recounted in the story. But in a non-narrative, philosophical work, the author cannot rely on narrative story arc structure to lend unity to the text. For example, although a philosophical dialogue may have a narrative and dramatic setting, it largely consists of non-narrative elements such as extended philosophical argument. Because the “story” of the dialogue is broken up by long passages of dense philosophical argumentation, the author cannot rely on traditional story arc to lend a sense of unity to the work. In such a case, ring composition can be employed to create a sense of unity. For example, beginning a text with one theme then returning to it at the end creates a sense of symmetry that conveys to the reader that the text is a unified whole, despite the fact that the work is not organized around the resolution of a narrative conflict developed in a linear fashion throughout the work. In this way, ring composition can serve the aesthetic function of unifying a philosophical work which might seem fragmented without it.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  This is not to say that ring composition can only be used for this aesthetically unifying purpose in cases where unity might otherwise be lacking. As an anonymous reviewer helpfully reminded me, the Iliad of course features both a strong narrative arc and ring composition. ] 


Ring Composition in Plato’s Republic
Where is Ring Composition in the Republic?
	Rachel Barney has convincingly argued that Plato employs ring composition in the Republic. Here I’ll just briefly go over some of the ring-compositional aspects of the Republic that she points to. Barney identifies the outermost ring of the Republic as beginning with the first word of the dialogue: katebēn. The dialogue begins with a katabasis, a descent to the Piraeus and ends with a descent[footnoteRef:16] into the underworld in the Myth of Er, which is informed by what the reader learns about the good life from the ascent and descent of the cave allegory in the center of the dialogue. The next ring is the opening discussion of death involving Cephalus, where the interlocutors speculate about the afterlife and Cephalus famously presents the view that all one needs to do to prepare for death is make sure all your debts are paid. The theme of death is then recapitulated in the concluding Myth of Er, but instead of philosophical argument about the afterlife, Socrates tells a story that purports to be a firsthand account of life after death.  [16:  The careful reader, however, will notice that the Myth of Er is not explicit about being a descent. Adam identifies it as a νέκυια, rather than a κατάβασις (J. Adam, Republic of Plato, Books VI–X and indices. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1902) p. 433). Er describes his journey without the use of any directional words. Er reports that “when his soul disembarked, it went with many others, and they arrived into a divine place…”
(“ἐπειδὴ οὗ ἐκβῆναι, τὴν ψυχὴν πορεύεσθαι μετὰ πολλῶν, καὶ ἀφικνεῖσθαι σφᾶς εἰς  τόπον τινὰ δαιμόνιον…”) Pl. Resp. 614b-614c1. 
	Barney is not alone in her assumption that the journey Er goes on is a downwards one, to the underworld. Ferrari in T. Griffith and G.R.F. Ferrari, Plato: ‘The Republic’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 344, fn. 30 calls the place Er visits “Socrates’ underworld”. The only evidence that the place Er visits in the myth is directionally downwards—and that his journey is a thus a descent—is the fact that when the souls, having chosen their next lives, are sent to the Earth, they are sent “up”: “ἐπειδὴ δὲ κοιμηθῆναι καὶ μέσας νύκτας γενέσθαι, βροντήν τε καὶ σεισμὸν γενέσθαι, καὶ ἐντεῦθεν ἐξαπίνης ἄλλον ἄλλῃ φέρεσθαι ἄνω εἰς τὴν γένεσιν, ᾁττοντας ὥσπερ ἀστέρας.” (Pl. Resp. 621b).] 

	Perhaps the most important ring begins with the challenge that Adeimantus and Glaucon pose to the just life in book 2, which leads to the main argument of the whole dialogue. This ring recapitulates and is resolved in the final answer that Socrates gives to that challenge in book 9—an answer that is obviously informed by the intervening definition of justice as a sort of psychic harmony. There are several other rings that Barney mentions, including the discussion of poetry that begins in books 3 and 4, and is resolved in book 10,[footnoteRef:17] as well as a ring that is formed by the Ring of Gyges story and the Myth of Er, which, as Barney persuasively argues, “corrects” the earlier discussion of the choice of how to live when unrestrained by social consequences.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Julia Annas has correctly pointed out that what is said about poetry in book 10 seems to be inconsistent with what is said about poetry elsewhere in the Republic. This might make us apprehensive about identifying a ring in the discussions of poetry in the Republic, but Barney is right that sometimes a recapitulation of a ring can be used to correct what was said in the exposition of the ring. See J. Annas, An Introduction to Plato’s Republic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), pp. 336–344.]  [18:  Barney, ‘Ring Composition’, pp. 40–41.] 


The Purpose of Ring Composition in the Republic
	Ring composition in the Republic serves more than simply an aesthetic or organizational function for the work. It also serves what we might call a philosophical function.[footnoteRef:19] Ring composition in the Republic promotes a sort of holistic philosophical reflection on the dialogue. Barney writes: [19:  One might argue that in Plato (and perhaps in Cicero too) philosophical and aesthetic functions cannot be neatly divided up and categorized in this way. Nevertheless, I think we can sensibly talk about the effects on the reader of the ring-composed structure of the work which are philosophical, which is all I really mean here by “philosophical function”. ] 

…the bookending serves to prompt reflection on how far the opening questions of the dialogue have been answered by the intervening dialectic – and perhaps hints that Socrates and his interlocutors have in some sense ended up where they began.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Barney, ‘Ring Composition’, p. 35. ] 

While Barney does not make this connection, her analysis seems to imply that ring composition serves a philosophical purpose similar to the dialogue form.[footnoteRef:21] While little can be said uncontroversially about Plato’s use of the dialogue form, I think that he uses the dialogue form at least in part to convey his commitment to the idea that the philosopher isn’t someone with special access to the truth who can simply tell you what to believe. Rather, philosophy is a continual process of reasoning and reflection that is best done in conversation with other people. Ring composition complements this understanding of philosophy. By recapitulating early ideas and themes from the dialogue, the reader is prompted to return to the earlier discussion informed by the intervening dialectic, and begin anew the process of reasoning and discussion that characterizes philosophy. If Barney is right—as I think she is—that Platonic ring composition serves to prompt the reader to reconsider the initial questions posed by the dialogue, it follows that the recapitulations and resolutions of each ring are not to be seen as definitive answers, but as new fodder for philosophical inquiry.  [21:  This sort of interpretation of the purpose of the dialogue form in Plato can be found in Annas, An Introduction, pp. 2-3 and J. Cooper and D.S. Hutchinson (eds.), Plato Complete Works (Indiana: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), pp. xviii-xxi. ] 

	Ring composition thus fits well with a non-dogmatic and dialogic conception of philosophy. But suppose that someone used ring composition to organize a philosophical work that ended with a dogmatic conclusion. What would such a person be missing about ring composition, if anything? Such a person, I think, would be using ring composition, but not to its full effect. In such a work, ring composition would serve an aesthetic or organizing function, but not the philosophical function I have described. Although ring composition doesn’t exclude philosophers who are dogmatists from using it—anybody can structure their work using ‘bookends’ of the sort I’ve described—such people wouldn’t be using ring composition in the way that Plato and Cicero do, as I will argue below. Ring composition serves a philosophical purpose in Plato and Cicero: namely, that of prompting the reader to reconsider the earlier discussion in light of the later, which encourages the reader to do philosophy themselves, instead of accepting the results that the interlocutors arrive at as dogmatic and conclusive, though as I will argue below, Plato and Cicero don’t use it in quite the same way. 
	In this way, the sort of ring composition I am describing is something distinct from the intuitive and common rhetorical strategy of structuring of a work by beginning and ending with the same topic. The ring composition in the bookended structure of the Republic and the De Republica is more than a trivial compositional technique; it is a sort of formal embodiment of a conception of philosophy as an ongoing process of arguing for certain conclusions, then reassessing previous arguments in light of these new conclusions.[footnoteRef:22] Next I’ll show that Cicero’s dialogue also employs ring composition, then argue that Cicero’s ring composition serves a similar purpose to Plato’s: by using ring composition Cicero aligns his own conception of the right way to do philosophy—as essentially non-dogmatic and dialogic—with Plato’s.  [22:  Barney also argues that the ring-structure in the Republic expresses ‘a distinctively Platonic–Aristotelian conception of philosophical method,’ having to do with upwards and downwards reasoning, but an assessment of this claim is beyond the scope of this paper. See Barney, ‘Ring Composition’, p. 41.] 


Ring Composition in Books 1 and 6 of the De Republica
	The De Republica consists of three pairs of books, with a preface to each pair written in Cicero’s own voice. The beginning of Cicero’s De Republica is lost. Seventeen leaves are missing, according to Powell.[footnoteRef:23] Though we don’t know what was in those folia, Powell thinks that there was some kind of homage to Plato, and takes Pliny’s testimony,[footnoteRef:24] that “[Cicero], regarding the Republic of Plato, confessed him as a companion”, as a reference to something missing in the preface.[footnoteRef:25]  [23:  Powell and Rudd, Cicero: The Republic and the Laws, p. 3. ]  [24:  Plin. HN, pref. 22. In J. G. F. Powell, M. Tullius Ciceronis De Re Publica, De Legibus, Cato Maior de Senectute, Laelius de Amicitia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) p. 369, section 17. ]  [25:  Powell and Rudd, Cicero: The Republic and the Laws, p. xvi. ] 


The Opening of the De Republica
	The extant text begins in the first preface, where Cicero is in the middle of an argument against the Epicureans. Epicurus notoriously forbade his followers from engaging in politics unless absolutely necessary, urging that “we must liberate ourselves from the prison of routine business and politics.”[footnoteRef:26] Diogenes Laertius reports that:  [26:  Epicurus, Sent. Vat. 58, translation from A. Long and D. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, Vol. 1: Translations of the Principal Sources, with Philosophical Commentary. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) p. 126.] 

The Epicureans do not think that the wise man will fall in love, nor will he care about his funeral... or make fine public speeches... He will marry and have children . . . but he will not engage in politics . . . or rule as a tyrant or live as a Cynic... or a beggar.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Diog. Laert. 10.117-20, translation from Long and Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, p. 133.] 

Epicurus took political life to be incompatible with achievement of ataraxia, the hedonistic end which orders all Epicurean moral philosophy, hence the prohibition. Where the text of De Republica book 1 begins, Cicero is attacking this prohibition as unpatriotic: had Cato the Elder or the two Scipios not engaged in politics, the Roman Republic would have been destroyed long ago. And the state, Cicero argues, is what brings into being—through the establishment of laws and customs—the very moral goods that philosophers extol, such as piety and justice. Further, moral excellence comes from political engagement. Cicero argues that moral excellence is unlike those skills that you can have merely potentially, by knowing how to do them. Rather, it is through the practice of morally excellent actions that one becomes morally excellent, and for Cicero this practice of moral excellence happens primarily in the realm of politics. 
	Cicero accurately represents the Epicurean arguments for the prohibition against engaging in politics as purely hedonistic: the Epicurean points to the hardships of engaging in political life, and lists the countless examples of men whose lives ended in disaster because of their political involvement (Cic. Rep. 1.4–6). In other words, because a life in politics is so risky and so difficult, such a life should be avoided by one who is pursuing ataraxia. Cicero has no truck with such arguments, and argues in a manner familiar from Plato’s Crito, saying that “our country did not give us life and nurture unconditionally, without expecting to receive in return, as it were, some maintenance from us” (Cic. Rep. 1.8). 
	In addition, Cicero argues that the Epicurean proviso that one can be involved in politics if “some period of crisis compels him” (Cic. Rep. 1.10) doesn’t make any sense. For how could someone who has no experience of politics help in a time of crisis? Cicero uses himself as an example: had he not already been involved in politics, and risen as a novus homo all the way to the rank of consul, Cicero would not have been able to save the republic from the Catilinarian conspiracy. Cicero ends his diatribe against the Epicureans with an appeal to authority: if the reader is swayed by philosophers like the Epicureans, he should pay attention to better philosophers, those who have the “highest authority and reputation among learned men”[footnoteRef:28], i.e. Plato and Aristotle, whom Cicero says contributed much to politics through their writings, despite not being politicians themselves.  [28:  Cic. Rep. 1.12 (my translation). In the skeptical interpretation of the dialogue which I explore below, Cicero looks to be methodologically opposed to accepting views on the basis of authority.  Accordingly, this appeal to authority seems out of character for Cicero. One possible explanation for this is that Cicero is here aligning himself with Plato and against the Epicureans on the question of philosophical method (as he does elsewhere; see below), not substantial philosophical views. After all, he is referring here to Plato and Aristotle’s philosophical writings on politics, writings that he freely contradicts later in the dialogue.] 

	At this point, the preface ends, and Cicero sets the stage for the dialogue proper to begin. The topic of the Epicurean prohibition on political participation, while taking up seven pages in the OCT, all of a sudden fades out of the picture. But it reappears in a big way at the end of book 6. Discussion of the Epicurean prohibition on politics—and the general theme that the life involved in politics is a choiceworthy life—thus bookends the dialogue, and forms the outermost ring of the De Republica. 

The End of the De Republica
	The beginning of book 6—like book 1—is lost. Luckily, the final passage of book 6—the Dream of Scipio—was preserved as a standalone text, being well-known throughout the Middle Ages for its cosmology and vision of the afterlife.[footnoteRef:29] The fragments of the rest of book 6 indicate that there was a discussion of civil conflict and sedition in politics. The discussion somehow then segued into the rewards for political service. Laelius complains that the killer of Tiberius Gracchus was not rewarded enough for his political service because no statues of him were erected, and Scipio replies that for good men, their own knowledge of their good deeds is enough reward, though he then hints at further rewards. This leads into the Dream of Scipio passage.  [29:  Powell and Rudd, Cicero: The Republic and the Laws, p. x.] 

	Scipio Aemilianus relates a dream he had while visiting King Masinissa in Africa, wherein he is visited by his adoptive grandfather Scipio Africanus. In the dream, Africanus shows Scipio Aemilianus the place where souls dwell in the afterlife, and foretells his future political career and his possible murder at the hands of the Gracchii. Africanus’s central message to Scipio Aemilianus is that “for everyone who has saved and served his country and helped it to grow, a sure place is set aside in heaven where he may enjoy a life of eternal bliss” (Cic. Rep. 6.17). 
	It is clear that Africanus’s intention in the dream is to motivate Scipio Aemilianus to continue his political pursuits. At the close of the dialogue, Cicero combines one of the most vivid depictions of the cosmos that survives from antiquity—rivaled perhaps only by the Timaeus and the Myth of Er—with an exhortation to political action. Accordingly, the reader is left with the sense that political action has a cosmic significance. Cicero argues that the mind is divine insofar as it is self-moving and eternal, and thus we must be sure to employ it in the best kinds of activity. The best kind of activity for the mind turns out to be political activity. And engagement in politics ensures a quick and speedy journey to eternal bliss in the afterlife. He concludes, then, that political engagement isn’t just morally permissible; it is mandated by the very structure of the cosmos and afterlife. 
	Intertextuality with Plato abounds in the Dream of Scipio. While scholars have called the Dream of Scipio a sort of Ciceronian Myth of Er, its cosmology owes more to Plato’s Timaeus, and its discussion of the immortality of the soul includes a nearly direct translation of a passage from the Phaedrus, as well as a view of personhood familiar from the Phaedo and First Alcibiades.[footnoteRef:30] But the Dream of Scipio does hark back to the Myth of Er in at least one sense: just as Plato’s Myth of Er forms a ring with the katabasis and the discussion of death in Republic book 1, so too the Dream of Scipio forms a ring with De Republica book 1.  [30:  Pl. Phdr. 245c-e. On one’s true self being the soul, not the body, cf. Pl. Alc. mai. 130b.] 

	At the close of the De Republica, Cicero creates a ring by returning to the theme that occupied the opening of the text: contra the Epicurean view, political activity is essential to moral excellence and the good life. In the exposition of this ring Cicero argues against the Epicurean prohibition on political engagement by 1) arguing that moral excellence is something that requires practice, and 2) asserting that the political life is the best kind of practice of moral excellence. In the recapitulation of the ring, Cicero illustrates the cosmic significance of political activity. If we correctly understand our place in the cosmos, and have a correct understanding of the self and the soul, it will be apparent to us why we should pursue political activity. Scipio’s political activity in service of the Roman Republic that is foretold in the dream typifies the kind of political activity that Cicero favors. In other words, Scipio is a shining exemplar of how to be morally excellent in practice—through political engagement which is informed by the intervening discussion of political philosophy. In this way, the text closes with a recapitulation of the theme of the morality of political participation, developed by the intervening philosophical discussion, which gives a clear bookended ring structure to the text.

Astronomy and Cosmology in Books 1 and 6
	We find another thematic ring in books 1 and 6, in Cicero’s conspicuous use of astronomy in the dramatic frame of the dialogue and the return to that theme in the Dream of Scipio. The dramatic setting to the dialogue begins with a preliminary conversation about astronomy. Tubero asks Scipio what he thinks about the phenomenon of two suns appearing in the sky, which was reported to the senate, a phenomenon now known as a ‘sun dog’ or parhelion. In his reply, Scipio says that he sides with Socrates in refusing to pronounce definitively on celestial matters, preferring to discuss everyday moral matters that are better known to us.[footnoteRef:31] Tubero pushes back on this idea, and points out that Plato did discuss astronomy in his works. Scipio agrees to this point, but attributes the Platonic discussions of astronomy and other more abstract topics to Plato’s interaction with Egyptians and Pythagoreans, rather than his interactions with the historical Socrates.  [31:  Scipio attributes to Socrates a disjunctive view about celestial matters: that they are either beyond the grasp of human reason or irrelevant for human life. (Cic. Rep. 1.15)] 

	When other interlocutors arrive on the scene, Scipio acquiesces to the discussion of the two suns.[footnoteRef:32] But when Laelius arrives, he follows Scipio in his initial reluctance to begin with astronomy rather than topics that are closer to home, i.e. moral and civic matters. At this point, Philus expresses the familiar Stoic view that the whole universe is our fatherland, and accordingly, astronomy is a topic that is close to home. Then follows a brief discussion of astronomy, but the discussion doesn’t last long: Laelius brushes aside the discussion of the heavens by convincing the other interlocutors that the topic of the two suns is less pressing than the topic of the two senates or two nations—a reference to the civil conflicts caused by the reforms of the Gracchii. The dialogue then naturally flows into its central topic of the ideal constitution and political philosophy.  [32:  When Philus arrives, Scipio says that he is eager to hear about the two suns from him: “De solibus istis duobus; de quo studeo, Phile, ex te audire quid sentias.” (Cic. Rep. 1.17)] 

	Cicero could have set the stage for the conversation about political philosophy in any number of other ways. He could have followed Plato by beginning with a discussion of moral philosophy and death (à la Republic) or by placing the conversation in the context of the actual exigencies of politics, as Plato sets the stage for the Laws in the context of founding a Greek colony. Instead, he begins with astronomy and the cosmos. The philosophical question that kicks off the whole dialogue is the question of the relation between the cosmos and human affairs. The interlocutors are divided into those who view the cosmos as a topic of study posterior to human affairs—like Laelius who sarcastically asks “have we, then, concluded our research on everything relevant to our homes and country, since we are now wondering about goings on in the sky?”—and those who view the cosmos and human affairs as connected—like Philus, who in Stoic manner calls the whole universe “a dwelling-place and fatherland” (Cic. Rep. 1.19). 
	But without coming to a conclusion, the question of the relation between human affairs and the cosmos fades from the dialogue, only to reappear at the very end in the Dream of Scipio. When astronomy returns explicitly[footnoteRef:33] to the discussion, it is integrated with the question of politics in a distinctively Stoic manner. On the one hand, the sheer magnitude of the universe is such that the Earthly glory attained by political participation is fleeting. On the other hand, the souls of those who engage in the best kind of moral activity, i.e. politics, are rewarded with a special home in the cosmos. The details of the Stoic answer to the question of the relation between human affairs and the cosmos are filled out in the dream, and are seemingly endorsed. Thus, we find another compositional ring formed by exposition and recapitulation of the discussion of the heavens and its relation to Earthly life in books 1 and 6.  [33:  Atkins argues that the topic of astronomy is in the background of the discussion of politics in the central books of the De Republica. Scipio uses terms from astronomy to describe the transitions between different kinds of constitutions. Further, he argues that the idea of a model in political theorizing is compared to the “natural model” (naturae imagine, Rep. 2.66) 
of the cosmos. See the second chapter ‘The Dream of Scipio and the science of politics‘ in Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws, pp. 47-79] 

	A natural question for readers of the Dream of Scipio is: how does Cicero reconcile the importance he places throughout the dialogue on political action with the relative insignificance of sublunar life and Roman politics in particular in light of the cosmos? Jed Atkins gives an insightful answer to this question: in the De Republica, he argues there is a contrast of two perspectives—divine and human, rational and irrational, cosmic and earthly. The cosmic perspective, however, does not devalue political action on earth; rather, it serves as a model and guide for human political action. By seeing the difference between the perfect order of the cosmos, the statesman sees the inherent instability of human affairs, which must be accounted for if the statesman is to act wisely. According to Atkins, “Scipio’s Dream suggests that cosmology and astronomy are no longer mere metaphors for political science, but directly guide the statesman as he seeks to understand political behavior.”[footnoteRef:34] The cosmic perspective shows us that political action for the sake of glory on earth is valueless, but then immediately revalues political action: “virtue herself by her own enticements should draw you towards true glory (verum decus)”.[footnoteRef:35] Indeed, Atkins argues that, far from convincing Scipio that political action is insignificant, the Dream contains a “protreptic element”: he correctly argues that “the glory of the heavenly realm to which good statesmen will return provides a great incentive to statesmen who struggle on earth to achieve stability and order in their own souls and in the res publica (Rep. 6.30 = 6.26)”.[footnoteRef:36]  [34:  Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws, p. 69. 
Raphael Woolf also discusses the dual perspective in the De Republica. See R. Woolf, Cicero: The Philosophy of a Roman Sceptic (New York: Routledge, 2015) pp. 109-113.]  [35:  Rep. 6.29 = 6.25, quoted from Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws, pp. 76-77. ]  [36:  Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws, pp. 77-78. 
Compare X. Márquez, ‘Between Urbs and Orbis: Cicero’s Conception of the Political Community’. In W. Nicgorski (ed.), Cicero’s Practical Philosophy. (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012) pp. 181-211, who gives an account of Cicero’s patriotism as “attached to those principles of justice that it divines in the historical institutions of its country,” (at p. 204) and without reference to the cosmic perspective in the Dream of Scipio.] 

	By returning to where he started, Cicero answers the questions posed in the frame of the dialogue about the relation between astronomy and politics. But the answer the Dream offers to the question of the relation of astronomy and politics is an answer which in turn leads to further philosophical questions about how the statesman will cope with the irrationality and flux of the earthly life, thus sparking anew the process of philosophical dialectic. And as I will argue below, consistent with his skepticism, Cicero uses strategies to ensure that the reader does not unreflectively adopt his answers. 

Other Rings in the De Republica
	We can positively claim that Cicero does indeed utilize ring composition in the De Republica, based on the amount of textual evidence for the two compositional rings that I have just described. No new manuscript discovery could change the fact that Cicero targets the Epicurean prohibition on political activity in both the preface and the Dream of Scipio, and that the question of astronomy discussed in the dialogue’s frame is returned to and answered in the Dream of Scipio. However, these may not be the only rings in the De Republica. In fact, in the central books of the De Republica, we can find several other instances of what appears to be ring composition. But given the horrendous state of the manuscript for the middle books of the De Republica, it would be much too risky to use such instances as hard evidence for ring composition. For it is possible that if more of the text is discovered, we could find evidence that disconfirms the ring structure in the central books that I am going to describe. Nevertheless, a discussion of ring composition in the De Republica would be incomplete without a brief mention of potential ring composition in the intervening books. 
	Books 2 and 5 may form a ring in their discussions of the ideal statesman. Book 2 features a lengthy passage on the history of the Roman republic. But this history is told by examining the individuals who ruled Rome. Cicero has Scipio begin—like any Roman historian worth his salt—with a discussion of Romulus, whose foresight set the stage for Rome’s success. Then in his discussion of the period of the kings, he describes each king’s contribution to the legal framework and institutions of the Roman republic. Tarquinius Superbus, the prototypical tyrant, is contrasted with Lucius Brutus, who, through his exceptional virtus, saves Rome from the yoke of servitude and brings about the exile of Tarquinius. The role of the senate in the period after the end of the monarchy is described, as is the contribution of the decemviri to the laws and institutions of the republic. Finally, the ideal statesman is discussed in the abstract. He is compared to a musician who is able to bring harmony out of diverse sounds; by appropriately balancing the power of separate classes of people, the statesman brings concord to the state, the “tightest and most effective bond of security” (Cic. Rep. 2.69).
	Though the manuscript of book 5 is in a terrible state, what remains is another discussion of the ideal statesman. The statesman is compared to farm-manager who not only possesses expert knowledge for its own sake, but employs it in practice (Cic. Rep. 5.4). He is also compared to a helmsman who has knowledge of other areas, such as astronomy, that he employs in his special area of expertise. The statesman, similarly, employs knowledge of law in service of his special area of expertise—ruling the state. Just as the helmsman aims at a successful voyage, the doctor aims at health, and the general aims at victory, the ideal statesman has a particular aim. In the final estimation, the statesman’s particular aim is the happiness of the citizens, which Scipio defines as a life “secure in wealth, rich in resources, abundant in renown, and honorable in its moral character” (Cic. Rep. 5.2). Thus, there may be an exposition of the description of the ideal statesman that begins in book 2, which is then recapitulated and examined at a higher level of theoretical abstraction in book 5. 
	Book 3 develops the theme of the statesman differently, focusing not on describing the statesman, but on the choiceworthiness of the life of the statesman, and his education. It opens with a preface in Cicero’s own voice that argues for the choiceworthiness of the life of a statesman. He argues that the philosopher-statesman is superior to the philosopher who lives a life of leisure, since the statesman combines theoretical knowledge with “experience in the management of great affairs”.[footnoteRef:37] The dialogue then continues with Philus giving a defense of injustice, which hearkens back to book 1 of Plato’s Republic, followed by a defense of justice by Laelius. While I will address this puzzling bit of in utramque partem argument in detail below, I think that we can see it as forming a small ring with the discussion of the choiceworthiness of the life of the statesman in the preface of Book 3: insofar as Laelius is defending the life of justice, and the statesman is by definition virtuous, wise, and just, we can see Laelius’s attempt at replying to the arguments for injustice as a part of the larger defense of the choiceworthiness of the life of the statesman. Further evidence for this choiceworthiness theme is that in his defense of virtue, Laelius argues specifically that virtus is choiceworthy for its own sake, regardless of the consequences, and then cites several famous Roman leaders as exemplars of virtus who eschewed earthly rewards, and as a contrast to Tiberius Gracchus. If this analysis is correct, book 3 is the center of the ring structure, and in the middle of the innermost ring is Philus’s defense of injustice.[footnoteRef:38] This also, I think, provides some evidence of ring composition in the structure of the dialogue as a whole. But given the woeful state of the manuscripts of books 3 and 4, again, we must proceed with caution in all our claims about their structure.  [37:  Cic. Rep. 3.5. This preface at the center of the dialogue hearkens back to the argument in the first preface about the importance of practice of virtue (Cic. Rep. 1.2). This may be another point of resemblance to Plato’s ring composition, which begins with κατάβασις, and then has κατάβασις in the center of the work. This would also indicate that this book is the center of the ring structure, and that Cicero’s book 3 is functioning like Plato’s central books at the structural level. ]  [38:  This suggests that there is something significant about Philus’s defense of injustice in the dialogue as a whole, a point which I will address below. ] 

	Book 3 seems to conclude with some remarks on whether states where the rulers do not rule with an eye to the welfare of the people are in fact republics properly speaking. The manuscript of book 4 is in an even worse state than book 3. From the fragments that we have, it seems likely that the central topic of the book was the education of statesmen, as in the extant fragments Scipio criticizes certain Greek educational customs (e.g. exercising in the nude) and criticizes playwrights, particularly Greek Old Comedy. In books 3 through 5 as a whole, Cicero does seem to focus on the theme of the statesman, progressing from the description of the statesman, to the question of whether one should be a statesman, to whether one should be a just statesman, then finally to the question of how to produce just statesmen, then back to the description of the statesman. If[footnoteRef:39] that is right, we can see a parallel with the ring composition of Plato’s Republic: at the center of the dialogues are foundational issues that underpin the rest of the philosophy. In Plato, this is obviously the analogies about the Good, but in Cicero, these issues are the choiceworthiness of the life of the statesman, and the value of justice.[footnoteRef:40]  [39:  This is a very big ‘if’. I cannot emphasize enough how risky it is, given the state of the manuscript, to make any positive claims about the overall contents of books 3 and 4. ]  [40:  One objection raised by an anonymous reviewer goes like this: isn’t the whole dialogue about the statesman? If it is, how can we use Cicero’s discussion of the statesman as evidence of ring composition? In reply to this, we should note that at a sufficiently vague level of description, the whole dialogue is about the statesman. But, I hope to have given some evidence for the claim that at the level of specific questions about the statesman, we can see several ring structures in the central books. If I have failed, the two rings concerning astronomy and the Epicurean prohibition on political participation still conclusively show that the work is both ring-composed in the robust way that Barney describes ring composition, and meets the standards for attribution of ring composition used by such scholars as Baraz, Fantham, and Atkins, as I mentioned above.  ] 


Ring Composition and the Unity of the Dialogue
	Because of the fragmentary state of the manuscript, it is a challenge to say anything positive about the overall structure of the De Republica. When a new reader first reads what remains of the work, she is struck by an apparent lack of compositional unity: first comes a preface that argues against Epicurean prohibition on political engagement, then the dialogue proper begins with a bizarre astronomical discussion of sun dogs. It then quickly turns to constitutional theorizing, followed by a long section on the history of the Roman republic. Then the discussion seems to turn to moral philosophy and the question of whether it pays to be just, followed by (probably) more constitutional theorizing, and a critique of Greek educational institutions. There is then a brief discussion of the ideal statesman, and the dialogue finishes with the Dream of Scipio passage—a passage that is as much a description of the cosmos as it is an exhortation to political activity. This apparent lack of unity has been noted by other scholars, including Jed Atkins, who writes: 
Both dialogues [the De Republica and the De Legibus] puzzle readers with the apparent lack of unity underlying their various components. Most of what survives from the first three books of the Republic, which in fact represents most of what remains of the dialogue, seems unrelated to the work’s conclusion.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws, p. 3.] 

And elsewhere: 
The relationship between Scipio’s Dream and the rest of the dialogue is not readily apparent. Read separately, it may be difficult to recognize that the Dream even belongs to the Republic.[footnoteRef:42]  [42:  Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws, p. 47] 

I have tried to show that by examining the ring-composed structure of the dialogue, we can weave together these disparate elements into a cohesive literary whole: central to (and in the center of) the dialogue is the idea that the life of the just statesman is a choiceworthy life. Cicero argues that the best life for humans is the life of a just, philosophical statesman, who can make a genuine res publica out of any form of government, so long as he and any other rulers are ruling with an eye towards the flourishing of the people. Both the history of the Roman Republic and even the order of the cosmos are evidence for the choiceworthiness of the life of the statesman: the statesman will even have a special cosmic reward in the afterlife. This theme is at the same time an argument against the Epicureans, who thought that one should actively shun political involvement. This explains the content of the preface we find at the outset of the work. The outer ring thus reveals the central preoccupation of the dialogue: the dialogue is at its heart an extended polemic against the Epicurean prohibition on political involvement. By the time the reader arrives at the Dream of Scipio passage and sees the cosmic rewards of a life spent defending the Republic, she has seen not only that the life of the statesman is morally best, but also how to be a just statesman. Ring composition, then, serves the literary purpose of unifying the De Republica. 
	My account of the unity of the dialogue presents a question, though: if the central preoccupation of the dialogue is the polemic against the Epicurean prohibition on political involvement, why doesn’t Cicero spend more time attacking the Epicurean view directly, or perhaps let an Epicurean speaker present his position, as he does in the De Natura Deorum? And why does he bother with so many positive arguments that seem unrelated to the Epicurean prohibition on political involvement—for example, the arguments of Laelius and Philus regarding justice and injustice, neither of whom argue from an Epicurean point of view?[footnoteRef:43] This is an important question, and to make a start at answering it, we need to examine Cicero’s skepticism and its role in this dialogue. While the anti-Epicurean polemic is the heart of the dialogue, this polemic is structured in a way that is consistent with Cicero’s skepticism, a skepticism which entails other important philosophical goals, beyond the anti-Epicurean polemic, for this (or any) Ciceronian dialogue. It is to this skepticism that we now turn.  [43:  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this question, and to the editor for pressing it further. ] 


Ring Composition and Method—A Skeptical Reading of the De Republica
The Problem
	Above I mentioned that Barney thinks that Plato’s Republic employs ring composition to prompt the reader to holistic reflection on the ideas in the dialogue—that is, to revisit the original questions at the outset of the dialogue informed by the intervening dialectic. I argued that in this way ring composition can be understood as serving a similar purpose to the dialogue form: it formally expresses the view that philosophy is a continuous, non-dogmatic process of reasoning and reflection best done in dialogue with others. I called this the philosophical purpose of Plato’s use of ring composition. A natural question to ask, then, is whether Cicero might have a similar philosophical purpose for using ring composition. Since both dialogues are ring-composed, and we know that Cicero used Plato’s Republic as a model for his dialogue, we might expect the Republic and the De Republica to share a method.
	But this presents a problem. Cicero is using a literary technique that fits with a Platonic view of dialectic and philosophy, but according to most scholars he is an Academic skeptic, not a Platonic philosopher.[footnoteRef:44] Further, it seems that insofar as ring composition unifies the dialogue into a consistent anti-Epicurean polemic, it makes it less skeptical. In the remainder of my essay, I will try to solve this problem, as well as the problem flagged at the end of the last section. If ring composition serves the philosophical purpose of expressing Cicero’s method in the De Republica, we need to explain how this is consistent with whatever turns out to be the correct account of Cicero’s skepticism, and explain why ring composition is a good fit for both Cicero’s skeptical project, and Plato’s presumably less-skeptical project. In answering this, we will also make a start at providing a satisfactory reading of the De Republica as a skeptical work. This reading will explain why Cicero structures his dialogue in the way he does, and includes some of the material that is not obviously anti-Epicurean.  [44:  I use the clunky phrase “Platonic philosopher” here to avoid the term “Platonist”. I mean to refer here to a philosopher whose views align with what Plato believed, according to our contemporary understanding of what Plato believed. I take it that it is uncontroversial to say that Plato was not himself an Academic skeptic, though Cicero of course would have thought that he was, and so would himself be a “Platonist” in a sense. ] 


Cicero the Skeptic: Two Interpretations
	Although in recent years scholarship on Cicero has trended towards the view vigorously defended by Woldemar Görler[footnoteRef:45]—that Cicero remained an avowed skeptic throughout his entire life—scholars have often struggled to explain how the De Republica, as well as the De Oratore and De Legibus, are skeptical works.[footnoteRef:46] Görler himself explained the dialogues of the 50s as the products of Cicero’s inclination towards certain philosophical views, but with hints of skepticism: [45:  W. Görler, ‘Silencing the Troublemaker: De Legibus 1.39 and the Continuity of Cicero’s Scepticism’ in J.G.F. Powell (ed.) Cicero the Philosopher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) pp. 85–113.]  [46:  This difficulty is what led some scholars to propose that Cicero changed philosophical allegiances throughout his life, from the skeptical Academy of Arcesilaus and Carneades, to the dogmatism of Antiochus, and back to skepticism in his later years. For the classic presentation of this view, see J. Glucker ‘Cicero’s Philosophical Affiliations’ in J. M. Dillon and A. A. Long (eds.) The Question of “Eclecticism”: Studies in Later Greek Philosophy (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988) pp. 34–69.] 

There was always an antagonism in Cicero. He strongly wished to believe in certain doctrines (or δόγματα): immortality of the soul, existence of God, self-sufficiency of virtue, and so on. But from youth on, he was a skeptic, knowing well that none of this could ever be proved…In his early and middle years, up to 46/45 BC, the ‘dogmatic’ side often prevailed…But there are skeptical provisos.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Görler, ‘Silencing the Troublemaker’, p. 111. ] 

Similarly, Powell and Rudd argue that it is the focus of Cicero’s dialogues in the 50s[footnoteRef:48] that can explain the apparent lack of skepticism: [48:  This particular analysis is referring to the famous passage at De Legibus I.39, but in the context of their argument is taken to apply to the De Republica as well. ] 

Cicero here appears as a Roman consular speaking on his own authority about matters that lie well within his experience, and in the Laws he assumes the mantle of a legislator after the Platonic manner. The whole edifice of the Laws depends on certain assumptions about the nature of law, morality, and the order of the universe…[and] from a legislator’s point of view it was important not just that they should be believed, but also that they should not be called into question. Hence, for the time being, the sceptical Academy is respectfully asked to keep its distance.[footnoteRef:49]  [49:  Powell and Rudd, Cicero: The Republic and the Laws, p. xv.] 

Even today, scholarship on Cicero’s skepticism tends to focus on dialogues other than the three produced in this period, as if to admit that these dialogues are particularly challenging for the current scholarly consensus that Cicero was a thoughtful, avowed skeptic throughout his life.[footnoteRef:50] By explaining how the ring composition familiar from Plato’s Republic fits Cicero’s philosophical method as a skeptic, however, we can begin to understand the De Republica as not a mere product of Cicero’s philosophical inclinations, but in line with the dominant reading of Cicero as a sophisticated and careful skeptic. [50:  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pointing this out. ] 

	The literature on Cicero’s skepticism is vast, but for our purposes, it suffices to draw out a contrast between two interpretive camps represented in recent literature: those who argue that the primary, if not sole goal of Cicero’s philosophical works is to encourage suspension of belief in the reader, and those who can or do say that—since his skepticism is compatible with the holding of views in a qualified way—Cicero might sometimes argue for beliefs that he holds with the goal of convincing readers of their likeness to the truth. 
	Those in the second camp have an easier time interpreting the dialogues of the 50s as consistent with Cicero’s skeptical project. They can take these dialogues at face value, and claim that the reason they appear to lack skepticism is because they are instances of Cicero straightforwardly defending views that he holds, albeit in a provisional way consistent with his skepticism. Thus, in the passage above, Powell and Rudd can easily explain why Cicero asks the skeptical academy to be silent: skeptical epistemology is irrelevant for the task at hand in the De Legibus—namely, defending a particular legal theory as probabile and veri simile. Some recent scholars in the second camp include Malcolm Schofield[footnoteRef:51], Tobias Reinhardt[footnoteRef:52], and Raphael Woolf[footnoteRef:53].  [51:  Malcolm Schofield argues that the holding of positive views based on their plausibility is central to Cicero’s philosophy. He writes: “Academics say that some things are persuasive (probabilia), some not, even if certainty is unavailable.” M. Schofield, Cicero (Founders of Modern Political and Social Thought) (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2021), at p. 241. This allows Schofield as well to take the dialogues of the 50s at face value, and assert that “On the commonwealth is a work primarily of political theory as theory, whereas On laws works out a practical legislative project” without coming to the conclusion that Cicero had abandoned skepticism in this period (Schofield, Cicero, p. 239). On this account of Cicero’s skepticism, there is nothing incompatible with skepticism about writing a work that defends certain views and not others, and accordingly does not heavily feature, for example, the in utramque partem argument characteristic of some of Cicero’s later works; Cicero is simply defending those views which he finds most probable. ]  [52:  See T. Reinhardt, ‘Cicero’s Academic Skepticism’, in J.W. Atkins and T. Bénatouïl (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Cicero’s Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022) pp. 103–119. Reinhardt attributes to Cicero a radical skepticism, though one which allows the holding of views in a qualified way. He writes that: 
…Cicero was a radical skeptic whose skepticism accommodated many of the features which others would associate with mitigated skepticism, like the use of argument in utramque partem in search of the truth and in the hope that a veri simile might emerge, or the holding of views (in a suitably qualified way, i.e. not as a result of assent or self-aware assent). (Reinhardt, ‘Cicero’s Academic Skepticism’, p. 117)
Accordingly to Reinhardt, Cicero explicitly rejects assent, and thus cannot rightly be called a mitigated skeptic; instead, Reinhardt argues, “Cicero claims for himself a lesser form of belief, which has two components: the content of his beliefs has the status of a probabile rather than of a truth, and the endorsement he is entitled to is characterized as sequi, “to follow”…” (Reinhardt, ‘Cicero’s Academic Skepticism’, p. 111). Reinhardt’s view too is compatible with a simple explanation of why Cicero wrote the De Republica in what appears to be a non-skeptical way: he is defending views that he follows as probabilia. ]  [53:  Raphael Woolf does in fact interpret Cicero to be arguing for positive views in the De Republica in a way that is unproblematic for Cicero as a skeptic. He writes, for example, that “The Republic is an explicit attempt by Cicero…to provide some theoretical analysis of, and underpinning for, the institutions that, in Scipio’s words, made Rome ‘the greatest republic’ (I.38)” (Woolf, Cicero: The Philosophy of a Roman Sceptic, p. 95). He argues that Cicero’s skepticism allows him "rationally to accept some views over others,” though "the sceptic’s criterion for what can properly be believed is precisely that which is plausible (rather than certain),” and interprets the positive philosophical claims of De Republica on this basis (Woolf, Cicero: The Philosophy of a Roman Sceptic, p. 3 and p. 11).] 

	Since none of these scholars argue that Cicero’s sole goal in his philosophical works is to induce suspension of belief in his readers, they can easily interpret the De Republica in a way that is consistent with Cicero’s skepticism: the reason that the De Republica (and the dialogues of the 50s in general) don’t resemble the De Natura Deorum, for example, is that Cicero is doing something fundamentally different in them. In the dialogues of the 50s, he is defending views that are closest to the truth—an activity perfectly consistent with skepticism—whereas in some of the later dialogues, the skeptical goal of the inducement of suspension of judgement plays a more prominent role. 
	The De Republica presents difficulties for both interpretive camps, which, though not impossible to resolve, ought to be noted. On the interpretation I have been describing, that of the second camp, Cicero’s use of in utramque partem argument in book 3 of the dialogue is somewhat puzzling. This is because, while much recent literature highlights the importance of in utramque partem argument for determining what is probabile in Cicero[footnoteRef:54], the most extensive use of in utramque partem argument is found in the De Natura Deorum, a work whose goal, on the face of it, seems to be to induce in the reader (1) suspension of judgement and (2) critical review of her own beliefs. Indeed, in the De Natura Deorum Cicero seems to say that he hopes not to convince the reader to provisionally hold views he endorses.[footnoteRef:55]  [54:  C. Lévy, ‘Cicero and the Creation of a Latin Philosophical Vocabulary’, in J.W. Atkins and T. Bénatouïl (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Cicero’s Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022) pp. 71-87, at p. 80 writes “Cicero clearly stresses the link between probability and disputatio in utramque partem”.
S. McConnell, ‘Cicero on the Emotions and the Soul’, in J.W. Atkins and T. Bénatouïl (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Cicero’s Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022) pp. 150-165, at p. 151 says Cicero uses in utramque partem “so as to reach conclusions that are closest to the truth or most persuasive (probabile)”
G. Remer, ‘Philosophy, Rhetoric, and Politics’, in J.W. Atkins and T. Bénatouïl (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Cicero’s Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022) pp. 200-214, at p. 212: “Cicero turns to argument in utramque partem to determine probability”. Charles Brittain argues differently, and sees argument in utramque partem as a tool for combating the influence of authority. He writes: “Cicero stresses that one of the principal motivations for the Academic method of argument ‘on either side’ was precisely to prevent the speaker’s authority from determining the students’ evaluation of philosophical theses. See C. Brittain On Academic Scepticism (Indiana: Hackett, 2006), p. xxxviii. ]  [55:  In book 1 of the De Natura Deorum, Cicero explicitly links in utramque partem argument and the suspension of belief, calling these two the “approach inaugurated by Socrates”, and says that his goal in the work is “clear [himself] of any suspicion of partiality” to the different views about the gods. (Nat. D. I.11-13) The fact that, later in the dialogue, Cicero seems to suggest that the Stoic views are the best creates an interpretive difficulty that I do not have the space to discuss here. ] 

	This raises something of a dilemma for second-camp skeptical interpretations of the De Republica. Since these scholars claim that Cicero’s goal in the De Republica is to convince readers to adopt certain views, it is puzzling why he uses in utramque partem argument in the center of the dialogue, if we take that kind of argument to induce the suspension of judgement.[footnoteRef:56] If, on the other hand, we take in utramque partem argument to be the skeptic’s primary tool for determining what are the probabilia, and see that as its goal in the De Republica, then it is puzzling why Cicero apparently uses it just once in the whole dialogue. Provided that his goal is to persuade readers of the probabilia, which is what scholars in this camp argue, we might expect Cicero to use it throughout, as he does so freely in the De Natura Deorum.[footnoteRef:57]  [56:  Further, if in utramque partem is supposed to induce suspension of judgement about the two opposing views defended, then—since one of the views defended in this piece of in utramque partem argument is that justice is choiceworthy—Cicero would be undermining here the best candidate for the view he seems to be defending in the dialogue as a whole—that the life of the just statesman is the most choiceworthy life. ]  [57:  I should emphasize that this dilemma is in no way fatal to the interpretation of the scholars in the second camp—just that the second camp and the first camp have difficulties with explaining the in utramque partem argument of the De Republica. There may be several ways to solve this puzzle. For example, Woolf takes the second horn of the dilemma I’ve described. He argues that in utramque partem is “the sceptical methodology that [Cicero] favours, of getting as close as possible to the truth by giving due consideration to the range of options.” In fact, on Woolf’s reading of the De Republica, the discussions of the various types of government (democracy, aristocracy, kingship, and mixed constitution) at Cic. Rep. 1.46-64 count a second instance of in utramque partem argument, in addition to the book 3 discussion of justice and injustice. See Woolf, Cicero: The Philosophy of a Roman Skeptic, p. 100. 
	An important question for a scholar in the second camp to answer if choosing this horn of the dilemma would be: why Cicero doesn’t present Laelius as ‘winning’ the debate or at least having superior arguments, if what Laelius is defending is part of the probabilia Cicero is endorsing throughout the dialogue? ] 

	Those in the first camp, who argue that the sole goal of Cicero’s philosophical works is to encourage suspension of belief in the reader, seem to have a more difficult interpretive task. In this camp, J. P. F. Wynne attributes to Cicero “the sceptical stance that wisdom requires one to withhold assent from any proposition, and that it would be an abuse of authority to teach somebody to assent to some conclusion.”[footnoteRef:58] He argues that Cicero is a Clitomachean skeptic—that is, that the primary philosophical goal of Cicero[footnoteRef:59] is not to deny certain propositions we might hold, but rather to persuade us to withhold assent to them. Indeed, according to Wynne the only goal of the Clitomachean skepticism he attributes to Cicero is the suspension of belief. He argues that “…in the Academica, there is no other hint that Clitomachean scepticism has any goal beyond itself, that is to say, beyond the suspension of judgement, which the Academic finds is the way to maintain our rational integrity in an epistemically helpless predicament.”[footnoteRef:60] [58:  Wynne, J. P. F. ‘Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations: A Sceptical Reading’ in V. Caston (ed.) Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy Volume LVIII (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020) pp. 205-238, at p. 209.]  [59:  Wynne’s work is on the Tusculans, but his conclusions about Cicero’s skepticism apply to Cicero’s philosophy as a whole.]  [60:  Wynne, ‘Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations: A Sceptical Reading’, p. 236.] 

	This view of Cicero’s skepticism is particularly hard to square with the dialogues of the 50s. At face value Cicero appears to be positively defending views in the De Republica, not just trying to induce suspension of belief, and this is at least in part because he doesn’t use in utramque partem argument. Wynne faces a similar challenge in explaining the Tusculans’ lack of in utramque partem argument. He tries to solve it by showing that it is compatible with Cicero’s skepticism to only argue against one side in a debate, in order to persuade the reader to withhold assent to the view he is arguing against, whenever the view is particularly attractive. Clitomachus argued skeptically in this way, and Cicero is following suit, so he argues. 
	A similar line might be taken to explain the fact that in utramque partem argument apparently only occurs once in the whole of the De Republica, in the defenses of justice and injustice by Laelius and Philus in book 3; perhaps Cicero’s main goal is just to get his readers to withhold assent to the Epicurean view that he is arguing against throughout the work, not to convince them that they should assent to the positive view defended in the work. Epicurean 
views were certainly attractive in Cicero’s day, and persuading his readers to withhold assent from Epicurean views would be of importance to Cicero given his friendship with Atticus.[footnoteRef:61] Thus, he doesn’t need to defend both the Epicurean position and the anti-Epicurean one, and doesn’t need to use in utramque partem argument.  [61:  For a thoughtful defense of Atticus’s Epicurean allegiance, see N. Gilbert, ‘Was Atticus an Epicurean?’, in S. Yona and G. Davis (eds.) Epicurus in Rome: Philosophical Perspectives in the Ciceronian Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), pp. 55-71.] 

	But if that is right, then it’s not clear why Cicero used in utramque partem argument at all; we might expect—if Cicero’s project in the De Republica is to argue against one side only—that Cicero wouldn’t take the time to give a voice to both the defender of injustice and the defender of justice (neither of which clearly contribute to the anti-Epicurean polemic), and that if he did, it would be clear that the defense of injustice fails. But the dialogue not only lacks an endorsement of Laelius’s speech over Philus’s, it actually seems to suggest that Laelius is the one who fails to adequately defend his view.[footnoteRef:62] For Wynne’s strategy to work in the De Republica, we need an explanation of why Cicero uses in utramque partem argument in the particular way that he does.  [62:  Atkins describes the effect of Laelius’s speech in this way: “In the final analysis the dialogue pushes the reader to question the merits of Laelius’ speech, and for that reason he should not be taken to be Cicero’s mouthpiece. Not only did his speech gain no advantage over that of Philus, it ultimately brought him into contradiction with his earlier statements. It is perhaps not surprising, then, that it seems to have had little effect on the subsequent discussion.” Atkins, Cicero on Politics and the Limits of Reason: The Republic and Laws, p. 42.] 


The Academic Form of Teaching
	Charles Brittain and Peter Osorio have also recently defended the view of the first camp: in Cicero’s dialogues “Cicero’s views are there, but they aren’t there to capture our belief.”[footnoteRef:63] Instead, they argue that “Cicero’s principal motive for writing the dialogues was…his methodological commitment to an Academic form of teaching.”[footnoteRef:64] The Academic form of teaching has as its goal the development of “reflective and thoughtful philosophers”, and Cicero accordingly adapts certain techniques of the skeptics to develop his readers as unprejudiced, autonomous critics of arguments, like “limiting their philosophical activity to Socratic refutations or to the dialectical method of argument on either side, such that their own views (if they had any) were not apparent.”[footnoteRef:65]  [63:  C. Brittain, and P. Osorio, ‘The Ciceronian Dialogue’, in J.W. Atkins and T. Bénatouïl (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Cicero’s Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022) pp. 25–42, at p. 42]  [64:  Brittain and Osorio, ‘The Ciceronian Dialogue’, p. 28. ]  [65:  Brittain and Osorio, ‘The Ciceronian Dialogue’, p. 29. ] 

	In the Tusculans, they point out, Cicero contrasts his own philosophical writing with that of the Epicureans. When philosophy was brought into Latin by the Epicurean Gaius Amafinius, it was marked by the “partisanship of the dogmatists” (Cic. Tusc. II.5). Cicero finds a similar fault with Epicurus and Metrodorus: their philosophy “[seeks] only to benefit committed Epicureans and so [disregards] precision and clarity,” as Brittain and Osorio put it.[footnoteRef:66] Cicero, they point out, then aligns his own philosophical goals with those of Plato and Socratic philosophy—against these Epicurean authors—whose philosophy is useful even to those who disagree with them (Cic. Tusc. II.8). Brittain and Osorio argue that Cicero “wants to create a work that has philosophical value even for those with opposing doctrinal commitments,” just as Plato’s work does. Brittain and Osorio argue that we can consistently see this goal of the Academic form of teaching—which Cicero himself identifies as resembling Plato’s works rather than the works of the Epicureans—throughout Cicero’s philosophical corpus.[footnoteRef:67] [66:  Brittain and Osorio, ‘The Ciceronian Dialogue’, p. 33. ]  [67:  Cicero is, then, opposed to the Epicureans at two levels: he is opposed to their philosophical views, as well as the way they do philosophy. The anti-Epicurean strain in Cicero’s philosophy thus runs deep. See N. Gilbert, ‘Cicero the philosopher at work: the genesis of De Officiis III’. In N. Gilbert, M. Graver, and S. McConnell (eds.), Power and Persuasion in Cicero's Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023) pp. 97-116. Interestingly, as Gilbert argues, Cicero also appropriates Plato’s Republic in his argument against Epicureanism in the De Officiis. 
For recent scholarship on the relation of Cicero’s philosophy to Plato, see M. Watton, ‘A Platonic Argument for the Immortality of the Soul in Cicero Tusculanae Disputationes 1.39-49’, The Classical Quarterly 72(2), (2022), pp. 640-657.] 

	But what makes Plato’s philosophy useful to those who disagree with him? I believe that it is at least partly the undogmatic character of Plato’s philosophy. This undogmatic character, I have argued, arises from the use of the dialogue form. Cicero, then, in aligning his philosophical aims with Plato’s, gives an undogmatic character to his philosophical works at the level of their literary structure—by use of the dialogue form.[footnoteRef:68] This is especially the case with the De Republica, which is the most Platonic of Cicero’s dialogues. But I also argued that in Plato, ring composition has a similar anti-dogmatic effect on the reader, prompting her to reflect on the initial questions of the dialogue with the intervening material in mind, thus sparking anew the ongoing process of philosophical reflection. Ring composition in the De Republica, then, can be understood as another way in which Cicero is aligning his own method in the dialogues with Plato’s, albeit for his purposes as an Academic skeptic.  [68:  Schofield writes: “[Cicero] felt himself most at home with the Platonic dialogue, both as a literary vehicle for philosophy and for its articulation, perpetuated in the Academy, of philosophy as debate, not attempting the conclusive demonstrations that the treatise writing of the other schools often aimed to supply.” Schofield, Cicero, p. 8 (emphasis added).
And elsewhere, in discussing the De Finibus: “We the readers are by contrast prodded by Cicero’s criticisms and the divergent reactions of the participants, as they decide that is enough debate for the moment, into wondering and probing further, in the effort to make our own minds up.” M. Schofield, ‘Ciceronian Dialogue’, in S. Goldhill (ed.), The End of Dialogue in Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) pp. 63-84, at p. 72. ] 


Ring Composition and a Clitomachean Explanation of Book 3
	So far, I have argued that most of the problems with existing skeptical readings of the De Republica revolve around the book 3 sampling of in utramque partem argument. If Cicero is aligning his own method with Plato’s, as I have tried to show, then this passage is worth considering for three reasons. First, the book 3 discussion of justice and injustice is obviously comparable to the Republic 1 and 2 discussions of justice and injustice featuring Thrasymachus and Glaucon. Cicero in fact suggests the comparison himself: Philus begins his argument by calling justice “a thing far more precious than all the gold in the world,”[footnoteRef:69] harking back to Socrates’ claim in Republic 1 that justice is a thing “more valuable than much gold”.[footnoteRef:70] Two, it is puzzling why Cicero chose to put his own version of that same debate in the center of the dialogue, rather than at the beginning as does Plato. Lastly, as I mentioned above, Cicero does not present Laelius as the winner of the debate: instead, both sides fail to persuasively defend injustice and justice respectively, and Cicero nowhere else conclusively argues in favor of one over the other (as Plato does in Republic 9).  [69:  “rem multo omni auro cariorem” Cic. Rep. 5.7. Powell and Rudd strangely translate ‘iustitiam’ as “truth” in this passage, at Powell and Rudd, Cicero: The Republic and the Laws, p. 62. ]  [70:  “πρᾶγμα πολλῶν χρυσίων τιμιώτερον” Pl. Resp. 1.336e. ] 

	This passage, I think, holds the key to understanding the De Republica as a skeptical work. And the correct way to understand this passage has to do with Cicero’s appropriation of the ring-composed structure of Plato’s Republic. In the Republic, the center of the dialogue presents the reader with the philosophical underpinnings for the rest of Plato’s philosophy, in the form of the analogies about the Good. The discussion of the Good in the middle books of the Republic then influences both the interlocutors’ and the reader’s philosophizing about the topics presented earlier, when they recapitulate later in the dialogue.[footnoteRef:71]  [71:  Barney thinks that this has to do with Plato’s view of dialectic and the divided line. See Barney, ‘Ring Composition’, pp. 41-43.] 

	Similarly, in the center of the De Republica, we have the underpinnings of Cicero’s philosophy. But, as an Academic skeptic, the center of his dialogue looks vastly different from Plato’s. It is designed to undermine our beliefs, and in fact suggest to the reader that the underpinnings of the main arguments of the De Republica —against the Epicurean prohibition on political philosophy and for the choiceworthiness of the life of the just statesman—may be questionably weak. The reader who, in the exposition of the rings, Cicero persuades to reject the Epicurean view, and who perhaps even assents to the importance of political involvement and value of life as a statesman, is thus prompted to reconsider the same questions when they are recapitulated, but this time with doubts about the presuppositions about justice that underpin them. This reading has the feature of explaining why Cicero used in utramque partem argument in book 3 only, and regarding justice and injustice, a topic whose connection to the main anti-Epicurean polemic is not obvious: much like in the De Natura Deorum, while Cicero is willing to say which views he holds provisionally, he wants to prevent readers from unreflectively adopting these views, and argument in utramque partem is particularly suitable for this task. This is a distinct—though related—task from preventing them from unreflectively adopting the Epicurean view, and both are equally important to his Academic teaching method.[footnoteRef:72]  [72:  I should emphasize that my reading—while it in flavor more closely resembles what I above called the first camp—is not incompatible with a second camp view of Cicero’s skepticism. ] 

	Brittain and Osorio apply their thesis of the centrality of the Academic teaching method in Cicero’s philosophy to the case of the De Legibus, and argue that:
Marcus thus tells us what he thinks makes for the grandest philosophical support for law, without suggesting that his discourse can establish its truth. In this way, Cicero, at the very least, sets a limit on committed interpretations of De legibus: if, like Marcus, a reader finds its legislative policies persuasive, she also ought to ask whether it is only the result of her rationalist presuppositions.[footnoteRef:73]  [73:  Brittain and Osorio, ‘The Ciceronian Dialogue’, p. 41.] 

Similarly in the De Republica, I think, Cicero is suggesting to us that if we find the views he defends in the De Republica persuasive, and reject the Epicurean prohibition on political participation, we should ask ourselves whether it is because of our presuppositions about justice. On this reading, Cicero’s views are present in the dialogue—the bulk of the dialogue is a defense of his views—but the central purpose of the dialogue is not to make us believe these views. Rather, it is both to convince us to suspend belief in the Epicurean prohibition on political participation, and to get us to do philosophy well by questioning our own presuppositions about justice and the choiceworthiness of the political life. Accordingly, this skeptical reading of the De Republica requires us to combine 1) Brittain and Osorio’s analysis of Cicero’s philosophical project as aligned with the teaching method of the skeptical Academy with 2) an explanation of the general lack of in utramque partem argument and apparent one-sidedness of the dialogue, similar to the one Wynne makes for the Tusculans. 

Conclusion
I have argued that the De Republica, like Plato’s Republic, is a ring-composed dialogue. When we recognize the ring-composed structure of the dialogue, the apparent lack of unity in the various parts of the dialogue fades away, and readers of Cicero’s great political treatise can see the master of Latin style at work, arguing throughout against the Epicurean prohibition on politics, but at the same time challenging the reader to question the epistemic foundations of her own philosophical convictions. 
	The De Republica is doubtless a challenging text to square with the fact that Cicero was an avowed, lifelong skeptic. This is perhaps more so the case when we recognize the unity of the dialogue arising from its ring structure. The De Republica thus stands in sharp contrast to later dialogues of Cicero, which heavily feature in utramque partem argument and are more obviously the work of an Academic skeptic. At the same time, in utramque partem argument is present in book 3, in a rather puzzling homage to book 1 of Plato’s Republic. 
	I have offered one possible skeptical interpretation of the De Republica that seeks to reconcile all these data, which fits well with a view of Cicero as a Clitomachean skeptic, and which invokes Cicero’s commitment to the Academic form of teaching. In the Tusculans, Cicero describes his use of this Academic teaching method in his philosophical writings as aligned with Plato’s writings. I hope to have at least shown that in the De Republica, Cicero accomplishes his goals—Clitomachean or not—by following Plato in both his use of the dialogue form, as well as ring composition, both of which he appropriates to great effect as a skeptical philosopher. And in doing so, I hope to have made a start to unraveling just how the dialogues of the 50s are the work of a committed, serious skeptical philosopher.[footnoteRef:74]  [74:  I owe many thanks to Julia Annas and Robert Wardy—as well as two anonymous reviewers from Polis—for providing helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper. ] 


