Critical Commentary: Against Verres/In Verrum 2.1.62-4
In Against Verres, Cicero condemns the actions of Gaius Verres, the Roman governor of Sicily, accusing him of corruption, abuses of power, and moral failures. Passages 1.62-4 are particularly concerned with the personal depravity of Verres and his abuse of power to achieve his desires. In these passages, Cicero describes those harmed by Verres’ actions and calls upon the audiences’ sense of duty to protect Roman values and restore justice. These passages build a vivid picture of his misconduct and the threat he posed to Roman values.
In his speech, Cicero employs a multifaceted rhetorical strategy aimed at both proving guilt and highlighting the broader moral implications of the trial. His strategy is built on appeals to pathos, ethos, & logos, which he employs collectively to sway the public by engaging their emotions, ethics, and logic. Pathos, or emotional appeal, is particularly evident through the vivid language Cicero uses to describe the immoral sexual behaviour of Verres, including his assaults on “married mothers”. This is designed to provoke a sense of outrage, especially against the backdrop of Roman societal values that revered the virtuous symbol of a Matrona. By highlighting the moral character of the “peace-loving” Lampascenes abused by Verres and their inclinations towards the “supreme leisure of the Greeks”, Cicero underscores the profound immorality of Verres’ actions, further deepening the emotional impact of his prosecution. Ethos, or the appeal to character/credibility, is equally prominent as Cicero positions himself as the defender of Roman values against the embodiment of moral corruption that is Verres. By invoking phrases such as “laid this burdensome business upon me”, Cicero emphasises his personal moral contrast to Verres, portraying himself as the rightful defender of Roman ethics. This is further enforced by Cicero’s criticism of Verres’ companions as the “most worthless and disgraceful”, which paints Verres as a man unworthy of his position as governor due to his conscious choice to keep such company. Finally, logos, or logical appeal, is used to strengthen Cicero’s rhetorical case through the presentation of concrete, specific examples of Verres’ illegal acts, such as “adulteries” &“sexual assaults”. The careful selection of these examples, and the highlighting of “only one of his wicked deeds”, signals that these are not isolated incidents but part of a broader pattern of corruption. Cicero uses logos to underscore the predatory nature of Verres’ behaviour by describing how he “manufactured a path” to satisfy his “illicit desire”, adding further weight to the argument that Verres’ criminal actions have been intentional and calculated. Together, these appeals combine to create a compelling and multifaceted rhetorical case for Verres’ guilt, drawing upon both his open immorality and the broader implications his actions could have on Roman society.
A key critique of Cicero’s rhetorical approach within Against Verres is his overemphasis on pathos at the expense of logos. While the emotional impact of Cicero’s vivid descriptions of Verres’ moral corruption is warranted given the severity of the charges, this strategy risks undermining the very legitimate legal and rational case against him. Pathos is an essential rhetorical tool, especially in such morally charged cases, but it should be used in conjunction with a balanced application of logos. Cicero’s argument would have been strengthened by a stronger focus on the legal principles and specific laws that Verres violated as it would demonstrate that his actions were not only morally reprehensible but also legally indefensible. This would be particularly effective considering the growing frustration with provincial corruption and the increasing influence of wealthy elites in Rome during the period in which this trial took place. By representing Verres’ crimes in the context of Roman law and governance, Cicero could have reinforced the idea that his actions were an affront to not only morality but the very foundations of Roman society & identity. This would add a layer of credibility to his prosecution, emphasising that the case was not merely about individual wrongdoing, but also about protecting the integrity of Roman governance and the rule of law.
The theme of the abuse of power and moral outrage it generates is key to Cicero’s prosecution of Verres, as he positions justice not only as a legal necessity but also as a moral imperative for the preservation of Roman values. Cicero appeals to the audiences’ sense of collective responsibility by urging them to demand swift action and accountability for those committing crimes while in public office, underscoring this by the remark, “…thereby I can come quicker at last to Sicily”. This sense of urgency reflects a broader societal duty to ensure that corrupt officials are swiftly brought to justice. Central to this theme are the core Roman ideals of virtus, vides, and justitia - virtue, faithfulness, & justice - which form the foundation of Roman moral life. Verres’ actions, particularly his “untamed” & “illicit” desires, are portrayed as being antithetical to these ideals, demonstrating his lack of the masculine virtue of self-control that the Romans prized. By repeatedly invoking words like “desire” & “lust”, Cicero paints Verres as a man consumed by uncontrolled, primal urges, presenting him as morally unworthy of the position of governor. This absence of self-control, Cicero argues, ought to disqualify Verres from holding a position that should embody the Roman virtues of restraint and duty. Moreover, Cicero stresses that justice extends beyond legal retribution, and is in fact a moral imperative for the restoration of Roman values/order. The case against Verres is not just about punishing a wrongdoer, but about reaffirming the moral values of the Republic. By abusing the trust of the Lampascenes, a peaceful people who are “in the highest degree obliging to all Roman citizens”, Verres places his immoral desires above the honour and needs of the Roman people, thereby violating the very principles that should guide Roman governance. This deep moral outrage underscores the necessity of justice, not only as retribution but to distance the Republic from the corruption represented by Verres’ actions.
A weakness of Cicero’s rhetoric throughout Against Verres is his tendency towards exaggeration and overstatement. This is a key feature of his wider oratory, aimed at intensifying the emotional effect on the audience. By depicting his subject as a nearly irredeemable figure, Cicero transforms them from the individual defendant to a symbol of evil. While this effectively stirs the emotion and moral outrage of the audience, it raises questions about the fairness and objectivity of Cicero’s prosecution. The heavy reliance on emotional manipulation risks oversimplifying the case, reducing the complexity of Verres’ actions to a moralistic narrative of good versus evil, without allowing for a more balanced or objective examination of his motivations or the nuances of his conduct. Furthermore, Cicero’s lack of subtlety in his argumentation weakens the sophistication of his case. His oratory is often blunt and direct - as seen in his declaration of Verres as a disgrace to Roman governance - and is intended to elicit a strong emotional response but also leaves little room for considering the underlying reasons behind a defendant’s actions. By failing to engage in a deep analysis of the systemic corruption of Roman officials, Cicero misses the opportunity to provide a more nuanced critique of the political and societal structures that allowed such corruption to flourish. Instead, he opts to make Verres a scapegoat for wider societal failings and contradictions, thus weakening the depth of his overall argument. 
In conclusion, these passages illustrate Cicero’s mastery of rhetorical persuasion, particularly in appealing to emotion, character, & reason. The central themes of abuse of power and moral outrage resonate throughout the passages, as Cicero presents Verres as an immoral figure who flagrantly desecrates sacred Roman values. The emphasis on public outrage is especially significant as it contextualises Verres’ actions within Roman societal norms. Cicero’s rhetorical strategy showcases his ability to sway public opinion, portraying Verres not only as a criminal, but as a symbol of the moral decay plaguing Roman governance. Yet the critique of Verres remains somewhat limited in its scope, focusing primarily on individual morality rather than the broader political and cultural context. 
