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In 63 B.C., when Cicero made the Catiline speeches to the Roman Senate, he was no longer merely a lawyer. He was now an elected consul of Rome, along with Gaius Antonius Hybrida. As a result, he could now work in the interests of the Roman Republic itself, which he strove to defend against plots that aimed to undermine it. Having previously relied on his skills as an orator to obtain his position,  he now had genuine political power, although, as we shall see, it was still through his oratory skills that he  exercised his authority.
In Catilinam concerns the trial of Lucius Sergius Catilina (108-62 B.C.), a Roman senator and praetor who was accused of being involved, and of leading, a conspiracy to murder the consuls of Rome, of Cicero and Hybrida, and to seize power for himself. In 67 B.C. he deeply abused his role as praetor of the province of Africa, for which he was brought before a trial at the request of the inhabitants. As a result of his conduct in Africa, he found himself ineligible for the consulship, and even prosecuted, but was acquitted. Instead, Lucius Manlius Torquatus and Lucius Aurelius Cotta were elected consuls. A first conspiracy in which Catilina played a part may have taken place, but it is uncertain whether or not this first plot was real. He presented himself as a candidate in the next election after his name was cleared. However, it was Cicero who won the election as the senators and equites were one his side, because of Catiline’s proposed reforms and particularly his policy of tabulae novae, the cancellation of debts. Cicero therefore took charge and Catiline decided to attempt to seize power by the only means left to him, namely by force. He planned a coup d’état with the help of co-conspirators, but was thwarted by spies in the service of Cicero, who reported his intentions. He attempted to warn the senate at first but to no avail at first. It was only later, when evidence of an imminent uprising was undeniable, and Cicero was granted emergency powers to deal with the situation.  The opening of Cicero’s speech revelas the urgency of the situation. Instead of situating the the case and the circumstances, enters abruptly into the subject, coming directly to the point by asking how long Catilina will continue to test the senate’s patience. This is done deliberatly to mask the fact that Cicero has not genuine proof at his disposal. Cicero asks Catilina very early on in his speech if he ‘does not see that [his] conspiracy is held fast by the knowledge of all these men ?’ He offers the fact that the Palatine has a night guard, that the city is patrolled, and that both the senators and the populace are both panic-stricken and concerned, as evidence for Catilina’s intentions, although it is largely a bluff, as he has no conclusive evidence for his designs. In the section in question, Cicero claims to speak out of pity for Catilina, which, he adds, he does not deserve. Departing from his earlier approach, which asked why Catilina was still alive at all, he now appeals to his patriotism, and his total lack of popularity. Put simply, everyone in Rome hates and avoids him. Senators do not greet him, his friends ignore him, and were he in his position, Cicero would choose to leave the city. Claiming that the city itself speaks to him, Cicero uses this to speak for the city. With the words « etiam si vim adhibere non possit » (even if she cannot force you), the fact that he has no way of directly convicting Catilina may indicate that he is calling on Catilina to simply confess his crimes. Having just claimed that Catilina ought to have been killed some time before, this sudden change comes as a surprise. Cicero seems to believe that Authority within the Republic should not be based on fear, because fear causes hate, and in his own words, « were [he] so deeply suspected and distrusted by [his} fellow citizens, [he] should wish not to see a single one of them rather than meet the hostile gaze of them all ». On November 8th of 63 B.C., Cicero gave his first speech before the Senate, the first of the Catiline Orations, which forced Catiline to flee. The second oration declared that Catilina and his accomplices were enemies of the state, and that Catiline had left the city only to meet his co-conspirators, where he continued to undermine the rule of the legally elected body. In The third Catilinarian, he presented evidence of the complicity of Catilina’s accomplices. The fourth speech argued to have Catilina’s accomplices executed, which they were shortly afterwards.
The trial took place in 63 BC, at a time when Rome had conquered much of the ancient world, including Italy, North Africa, Spain, Anatolia and Greece, and the huge income from their new provinces, ironically, led to a large amount of change in Rome’s economy, which in turn led to Civil wars and uprisings. At this time, the Roman Republic had little time left to live. Lucius Cornelius Sulla had become dictator some years before, the first man in the Republic to seize power by force, and it would not be long before the Republic became an Empire. Conspiracies aimed at destroying the Republic were a constant source of fear. Although it is said that with this prosecution Cicero saved the Republic for a time, his success was short-lived, and largely self-serving. 



 
