Exploring the Connections 
between 

Julius Caesar 
and 
American History, Politics and Culture
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The underlying conflict in Julius Caesar (the struggle between the quasi-democratic Republican interests and the rise of the powerful, popular leader) has been played out in American politics since before the creation of our country.  Our Founding Fathers were well-versed in Roman history and designed their fledgling Republic with a keen awareness of the structure, functions, mechanisms, and weaknesses of the Roman Republic. Even the architecture of the buildings housing our most powerful institutions (the Capitol Building, the White House, the Supreme Court and the New York Stock Exchange) all closely and intentionally reflect Roman architectural styles of white marble, domes, and columns.


The Founders’ system of checks and balances was designed to ensure that single, popular rulers (in this case, Presidents) would not possess the absolute power of kings, and would thereby have the potential for tyranny over the rights of individuals.  The motto and flag of the state of Virginia is an excellent example of this focus.  The flag depicts two people in Roman clothes, a woman (symbolizing Virtue) with sword and spear in hand, standing over a King in conquest.  The state motto, “Sic Semper Tyrannis,” means “Thus [Death] Always to Tyrants.”  The image and motto are both reflects of one of the underlying themes of the play Julius Caesar.
Attached are collections of relevant quotes from two of our Founding Fathers, Thomas Jefferson and George Washington, that speak to their interest in creating a republic that intentionally built on the strengths of the Roman Republic and addressed its basic weaknesses, designing a stable and more democratic Republic.    The do the following:

1) Read the selections from both former Presidents and underline at least three key passages in each you think best explain or illustrate their views.
2) Find one example from American history (such as the impeachment trial of Andrew Johnson or the Alien and Sedition Acts) and one example from recent history and politics (such as Bill Clinton’s impeachment trial, Richard Nixon and Watergate, or the Patriot Act)

3) In an essay of at least 750 words, discuss the political ideologies and conflicts in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar (including two quotes from Act I, sc. 3, lines 88-119 or Act II, scene 1), and compare them to all four of the examples you found above.
This essay will be due on _______________

Thomas Jefferson on Rebellion, Tyranny, Democracy and Julius Caesar

Thomas Jefferson was the principal author of the Declaration of Independence and one of the leading political thinkers of the Founding Fathers of the United States.  Jefferson’s views on rebellion and democracy were heavily influenced by his extensive reading of Roman history, and his ideas were, in turn, very influential in both the design of our American political institutions and our culture.  His knowledge of the story of Julius Caesar was especially influential in his thinking about the design of the new Republic.  Many of his words have been used to justify not only our own Revolution and similar democratic revolutions around the world, but also many acts of violence against the government and innocent citizens. 

"I hold it that a little rebellion, now and then, is a good thing, and as necessary in the political world as storms are in the physical. Unsuccessful rebellions, indeed, generally establish the encroachments on the rights of the people, which have produced them. An observation of this truth should render honest republican governors so mild in their punishment of rebellions, as not to discourage them too much. It is medicine necessary for the sound health of government." 
--Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, 1787. ME 6:65 

"[No] degree of power in the hands of government [will] prevent insurrections." --Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, 1787. Papers 12:442. 

"The boisterous sea of liberty is never without a wave." --Thomas Jefferson to Richard Rush, 1820. ME 15:283 

"What signify a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is its natural manure." --Thomas Jefferson to William Stephens Smith, 1787. ME 6:373, Papers 12:356 
"If Caesar had been as virtuous as he was daring and sagacious, what could he, even in the plenitude of his usurped power, have done to lead his fellow citizens into good government?... If their people indeed had been, like ourselves, enlightened, peaceable, and really free, the answer would be obvious. 'Restore independence to all your foreign conquests, relieve Italy from the government of the rabble of Rome, consult it as a nation entitled to self-government, and do its will.' But steeped in corruption, vice and venality, as the whole nation was,... what could even Cicero, Cato, Brutus have done, had it been referred to them to establish a good government for their country?... No government can continue good but under the control of the people; and their people were so demoralized and depraved as to be incapable of exercising a wholesome control. Their reformation then was to be taken up ab incunabulis. Their minds were to be informed by education what is right and what wrong; to be encouraged in habits of virtue and deterred from those of vice by the dread of punishments proportioned, indeed, but irremissible; in all cases, to follow truth as the only safe guide, and to eschew error, which bewilders us in one false consequence after another in endless succession. These are the inculcations necessary to render the people a sure basis for the structure of order and good government. But this would have been an operation of a generation or two at least, within which period would have succeeded many Neros and Commoduses, who would have quashed the whole process. I confess, then, I can neither see what Cicero, Cato and Brutus, united and uncontrolled could have devised to lead their people into good government, nor how this enigma can be solved." --Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, 1819. ME 15:233
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