
I’m Not There. Distance and Identity in Cicero’s Exile 
 

“What am I now?“ was M. Tullius Cicero pondering in Thessaloniki in September 58 BCE.1 The 

exiled consular was left away from Rome, at too far a distance from family and friends as well 

as from social and political ties. Bereft of any social or political action he could have taken 

within the city-state’s perimeter, had it not been for his displacement, his only maintained 

connection towards Rome consisted in the correspondence with his brother Quintus Cicero, 

T. Pomponius Atticus and other friends. The letters bear abundant evidence of his exile, 

testifying the refugee’s journey from its beginning to the end. Its immediate aftermath, however, 

is actually retraceable in the speeches Cicero made after his return, facing the senate and the 

people of Rome.  

 

The seventeen months of exile shall thus serve as a case study for the impact of forced 

distance from central Rome upon a Roman politician’s identity and standing within the 

framework of a pre-modern face-to-face community. The paper will focus on the following 

situations in order to highlight imposed distance as a subject of discourse, starting with Cicero’s 

self-conception under the consequences of political and social exclusion and displacement. 

The threshold state of awaiting the recall to Rome will furthermore be highlighted, as well as 

the struggle for recognition, expressed in his Post redditum speeches. The concepts of 

complaint, liminality and recognition, drawn from the field of sociology, will be applied to the 

aforementioned situations, and shown to be at the very core of refuge. By linking a self-

conceived refugee’s ego-documents with these concepts and recent research in the field of 

political culture, the paper aims to make a case for the epistemic value of the intersubjective 

dynamics of distance in Rome’s city-state society against the backdrop of displacement. 
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1	Cic. Att. 3.15.2: „quid enim sum?“	


