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The scholarly study of Cicero’s social and political thought has undergone a remarkable revival during the last 
thirty years or so. Unfortunately, this development, while extremely welcome, has not been accompanied by 
analogous systematic investigation of the dissemination of his teachings in later times, at least before the 
Renaissance. Yet Cicero was the only major political philosopher of antiquity whose writings were continuously 
available through late antiquity, the European Middle Ages, and beyond. The story of the translation and 
dissemination of his writings of political significance in the vernacular during the Middle Ages remains largely 
untold. We possess clear evidence of thirteenth-century translations into Italian of some of his rhetorical and 
judicial writings. In English, German and Spanish, one must wait until well into the fifteenth century for the 
appearance of such renderings. France falls somewhere in between. The first French translations of Cicero’s 
De amiticia and De senectute are dated to 1418, with De officiis arriving in 1502. But by no means was Cicero 
invisible in the French language before these works appeared. My lecture examines how Ciceronian social and 
political theory was integrated into French vernacular writings between the mid-thirteenth and the early fifteenth 
centuries, with particular attention to Brunetto Latini (c. 1265), Jean de Meun (c. 1270), Nicole Oresme (c. 1370), 
and Christine de Pizan (c. 1405, 1414). Latini, Meun, and Oresme certainly knew a large range of Cicero’s writings 
in Latin, while recent scholarship suggests that Christine possessed at least some competence in Latin letters. 
Each of these authors adapted various Ciceronian features in distinctive and interesting ways in order to address 
their own particular concerns and circumstances. Citing Cicero’s justification in the Academics for his own use of 
the Latin vernacular, rather than in Greek, in the composition of his philosophical, Oresme defends his preference 
for composing in French on the identical grounds, namely, that it is more agreeable to address weighty matters 
in a language readily accessible to all. None of the authors I examine was slavishly devoted to Cicero, but that all 
found a Ciceronian voice at times useful to them.  

Cary J. Nederman received his PhD from York University (Toronto) in 1983. He is presently professor of 
political science at Texas A&M University and Co-director of the departmental Program in Ethics and Political 
Science.  Professor Nederman previously taught at York University and the University of Alberta in Canada, and 
the University of Canterbury in New Zealand as well as at Siena College and the University of Arizona in the 
United States. His research concentrates on the history of Western political thought, with a specialization in 
Greek, Roman, and early European ideas up to the seventeenth century. He focuses on the relationship between 
historical traditions and contemporary theoretical concerns. Professor Nederman is the author or editor of 
approximately 20 books. Among his recent volumes are: Religion, Power and Resistance from the Eleventh to 
the Sixteenth Centuries: Playing the Heresy Card (with Karen Bollermann and T.M. Izbicke); A Companion to 
Marsilius of Padua (with Gerson Moreno-Riaño); Lineages of European Political Thought and Machiavelli. He has 
also published over 100 journal articles and book chapters, including contributions to leading journals in political 
science, history, philosophy, and medieval studies. Professor Nederman serves on the Editorial Boards of several 
prominent national and international journals, and is the President of the Board of Directors of the Journal of the 
History of Ideas. He has been a research fellow at the Center for Advanced Studies of the International Institute at 
the University of Michigan and a teaching fellow at St. Catharine’s College, Cambridge, England. 
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