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Latin Text of de Amicitia with Commentary 

Help with Using the Commentary
A&G = Allen and Greenough’s New Latin Grammar (Ginn & Company: New York, 

1931). Grammatical points may also be checked in any other comprehensive 
grammar.

< = is from

A Latin word or phrase in parentheses indicates that the Latin is understood or 
implied from context.

When two translations are given, the fi rst translation is literal, the second closer 
to acceptable English.

Abbreviations used in the commentary
adv. = adverb
m. = masculine 
f. = feminine
n. = neuter
pl. = plural
conj. = conjunction
adj. = adjective
small caps = a term found in the glossary of Figures of Speech
† ₌ required on Advanced Placement exams

Numbering system
Numbers in the commentary are listed by line numbers assigned for ease of 
reading in this text. The standard roman numerals and arabic numbers des-
ignating sections and subsections are given in brackets, both in the Latin text 
and in the commentary, as they occur. These are standard numerations for de 
Amicitia and allow for easy cross-reference to other texts.

9
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Selection A: Lines 1–107 [Sections V.17–VII.23]
Part 1: lines 1–28

After urging his sons-in-law to put friendship before everything else, Laelius 
states that friendship cannot exist except between “good” men. Laelius then con-
siders the diff erence between the philosophers’ defi nition of “good men” and the 
everyday defi nition.

 1. [V. 17] tantum, adv.: only.
 2. anteponatis: takes an accusative with the direct object (amicitiam) and a dative 

(omnibus rebus humanis) as a compound verb. The verb is subjunctive in an indirect 
command after hortari.

 2–3. Note Cicero’s parallel constructions: tam . . . aptum, tam conveniens (†anaphora), vel 
secundas vel adversas, and his use of †asyndeton here. 

 3. aptum < aptus, -a, -um: suitable, suited; takes the dative case (naturae).
  conveniens, -venientis: adapted to, suited to; takes ad with the accusative. [The reader 

should think about why amicitia would be suited to both good times and bad.]
 4. secundas < secundus, -a, -um: favorable.
 5. [18] hoc: “this thing”; less literally, “this principle”; accusative, object of sentio.
  primum: adv.
 5–6. nisi . . . amicitiam . . . esse non posse: “that friendship can not exist except . . .” 

Translate as in apposition to the hoc above: “I understand this principle (namely) that 
friendship is not able to exist except . . .”

  [In the course of his discussion, Laelius refers several times to the belief of certain 
philosophers that only “good men” have the ability to maintain “good” relationships 
such as friendship.]

 5. bonis < boni, bonorum, m. pl.: good men. 
 6–7.  neque id ad vivum reseco: “nor am I pruning that thing (the defi nition) back to the 

quick”; (less literally) “I do not (want to) prune the defi nition back to the quick.”
 Cicero uses fi gurative language here (the imagery of pruning a shrub or a fi nger-
nail back to its living core or quick) to suggest that he does not wish to delve deeply 
into these matt ers, splitt ing hairs in arguments, as the Stoics do. 
 Cicero may also be suggesting with this choice of imagery that if he adopted the 
idea of the philosophers who believe that only “good men” can have friendships, then 
there would be few if any friendships; therefore, he would be “cutt ing to the heart” of 
friendships by denying their existence among ordinary men who could never fi t the 
philosopher’s esoteric defi nition of “good.”

 6. id: accusative, direct object of reseco. Id refers to the idea that there are no good men; 
therefore no friendships.

 7. ut . . . disserunt: “as . . . ,” a parenthetical clause. 
  illi qui haec subtilius disserunt: Laelius has in mind the Stoics who split hairs in their 

discussions.
  subtilius < subtiliter: precisely, exactly, accurately, in too much detail; comparative adv.
  disserunt < dissero, dissere, disserui, dissertum: discuss, argue.
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 [V. 17] Laelius. Ego vos hortari tantum possum ut 
amicitiam omnibus rebus humanis anteponatis; 
nihil est enim tam naturae aptum, tam conveniens 
ad res vel secundas vel adversas.

5 [18] Sed hoc primum sentio nisi in bonis amici-
tiam esse non posse; neque id ad vivum re-
seco, ut illi qui haec subtilius disserunt, fortasse 
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 8. vere, adv.: accurately, truthfully.
  ad communem utilitatem: “to everyday interest; for ordinary usefulness”; i.e., the 

diff erence between a philosopher’s discussion of friendship to a learned audience 
in which the topic is abstract and an ordinary person’s discussion in a true group of 
friends. (Laelius does not intend to argue about who may be a good man, splitt ing 
hairs over the defi nition, but does intend to provide a common sense defi nition.)

  parum, adv.: litt le, not enough, not suffi  ciently. 
 9. quemquam . . . virum bonum esse: accusative and infi nitive dependent on negant in 

indirect statement.
 10. sit ita: “let it be so, granted it is so.” Sit is present jussive subjunctive. Note the †Al-

literation of s here.
  sane: certainly, by all means.
  eam: demonstrative adjective, modifying sapientiam.
  interpretantur < interpretor, interpretari, interpretatus sum: explain, understand, 

call.
 11. quam: relative pronoun; antecedent is eam sapientiam.
  adhuc: yet, still.
  mortalis: in apposition to nemo (“no one, a mortal that is”).
  est consecutus < consequor, consequi, consecutus sum: reach, att ain.
 8–13. The Stoics believed that the vir sapiens was an ideal that could not be att ained by 

mortals although they allowed that a few men such as Socrates had come close to the 
ideal.

 13. ea: accusative. pl. neuter, direct object of spectare.
  fi nguntur < fi ngo, fi ngere, fi nxi, fi ctum: imagine, invent, devise.
 14. dicam: potential subjunctive; “I would say.”
 14–15. Gaius Fabricius Luscinus, Manius Curius Dentatus, and Tiberius Coruncanius were all 

heroes of the Roman Republic who were known for their honesty, leadership, and duty 
to the state. They served as examples of men who lived honest and good lives.

  C. Fabricium . . . fuisse sapientes: accusative and infi nitive dependent on dicam in 
indirect statement.

 15. maiores, maiorum, m. pl.: ancestors.
 16. ad istorum normam: “to their (the Stoic) measure.” Norma is a carpenter’s square. Lae-

lius continues to believe that men can be good even if not perfectly good, but allows 
that the Stoics would not consider these Romans so even allowing for their virtues. 

 17. sibi . . . habeant: jussive subjunctive. (“Let them keep for themselves”). 
 17–18. et invidiosum et obscurum: “both unacceptable and incomprehensible.”
 18. concedant: jussive subjunctive. (“Let them grant”).
  ut . . . fuerint: substantive clause of purpose after concedo (verbs of permitt ing and 

granting may be followed by a subjunctive clause beginning with ut); translate as 
“grant that . . .” boni viri is the predicate nominative after fuerint.

 18–19. ne . . . quidem: not even.
 18–19. Ne id . . . facient; negabunt . . . id: note Cicero’s use of †asyndeton between the two 

verbs in †chiastic order. 
 19. id . . . posse: indirect statement after negabunt; id stands for the term “good.”
  sapienti: to a wise man; “they will deny that that (name) ‘good’ can be granted except 

to a wise man.” The Stoics cling to their ideal that only the truly wise man can be 
good. 
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 vere, sed ad communem utilitatem parum; negant 
enim quemquam virum bonum esse nisi sapientem.

10 Sit ita sane; sed eam sapientiam interpretantur 
quam adhuc mortalis nemo est consecutus. Nos 
autem ea quae sunt in usu vitaque communi, non 
ea quae fi nguntur aut optantur, spectare debemus. 
Nunquam ego dicam C. Fabricium, M’. Curium, Ti. 

15 Coruncanium, quos sapientes nostri maiores iudi-
cabant, ad istorum normam fuisse sapientes. Qua 
re sibi habeant sapientiae nomen et invidiosum et 
obscurum; concedant ut hi boni viri fuerint. Ne 
id quidem facient; negabunt id nisi sapienti posse 


