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Caesar and the Republic

“The rise and fall of the Roman Republic occupies a special place in the history of Western civilization.

[…] For subsequent generations, the Roman Republic has offered a model, a source of inspiration, and 

a cautionary tale” (Gwynn 1).  With these words David Gwynn begins his wonderful book, The Roman 

Republic: A Very Short Introduction and raises the topic of the abiding influence of (and interest in) the 

rise and fall of the Roman Republic.  The story of the Italian city, which became a kingdom, which 

became a Republic, which became an Empire, has shaped Western history and thinking for millennia.  

From books and movies, to politics and pop culture, interest in the story of Rome (and its fall) 

continues to capture our imaginations today.  But how many of us really understand what caused the 

fall of the Roman Republic and the subsequent shift to an Empire?  Are there lessons to be learned by 

citizens of today’s republics?  While the full exploration of these questions goes well beyond the scope 

of this paper it is my contention that the best place to start in attempting to answer these questions is 

with the story of one man: Julius Caesar.  By comparing and contrasting Caesar with the Republic (both

in terms of biography and history as well as with the causes of their respective rise and fall) we gain a 

perspective that begins to bring the big questions mentioned above into a clearer light.  The rise and fall

of Julius Caesar provides us with both a window into and a mirror of the causes of the rise and fall of 

the Roman Republic itself.

In their book Famous Men of Ancient Rome, authors John H. Haaren and A.B. Poland make the 

somewhat startling claim, “Of all the Roman heroes the greatest was Caius Julius Caesar” (Haaren & 

Poland 104).  Considering the long line of remarkable men which Rome produced this might seem to 

be an extraordinary claim.  But the facts bear out their assertion that Caesar stands amongst Rome's 

greatest heroes. Born in 100 B.C. to the noble (but relatively poor and insignificant) Julian clan, Caesar

lived in tumultuous times. By the first century B.C., Rome had asserted its power over the surrounding 
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territories in a series of campaigns and wars which had established it as the supreme power in the 

Mediterranean (more will be said about that when we take up our brief history of the Roman Republic).

Despite the massive military and economic success of Rome the Republic itself (and the structures 

which upheld it) were not well.  Caesar was forced at a young age to flee for his life from Rome to 

avoid the political machinations of Sulla but after his death Caesar was able to return to Rome.  Caesar 

cast himself as an advocate of the people and worked his way up the political ladder until he was 

appointed as the governor of Further Spain in 61 B.C.  This post (and the plunder he was able to extort 

from the inhabitants) supplied him with the money he needed to succeed in Rome.  He allied himself 

with two other powerful Romans (the great general Pompey and the rich nobleman Crassus) in what 

some have called the “First Triumvirate”.  Caesar began to use his vast wealth and new found political 

connections to buy favor from the people of Rome.  He hosted games and feasts, put on impressive 

gladiatorial shows, distributed food, and paid off the debts of many in Rome (Haaren & Poland 107).  

In 60 B.C. the First Triumvirate used their influence to push through a number of appointments and 

agendas – one of which was that Caesar was appointed as commander of Gaul.  Peter Jones describes 

the significance of this act with these words, “That is what Caesar was after: expanding the Roman 

Empire, with all the prestige, glory and (most important of all) rich pickings this would entail.  It would

also bring him, if he played his cards right, a devoted army that owed everything to him and would 

follow him wherever he went” (Jones 167).  This is exactly what Caesar accomplished and after almost 

a decade of remarkably successful campaigning, Caesar emerged as one of the chief men of Rome.  His

former political ally, Crassus, had been killed in battle and rumors were that Pompey and his allies 

were seeking to check Caesar's power by threatening prosecution if he returned to Rome.  Caesar had 

outgrown the Triumvirate, and in 50 B.C., he crossed the Rubicon River thus declaring Civil War.  He 

quickly dispatched Pompey's army at Pharsalus and soon had himself appointed the “perpetual 

dictator” of Rome.  Famously, Caesar was assassinated by the Senate on the Ides of March in 44 B.C. 
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More will be said about Caesar's fall and the things which caused it, but all of this raises the broader 

question: what does Caesar's story have to do with the rise and fall of the Roman Republic?  Before we 

can explore that question, we must first understand something about the history of Rome.  From the 

mystical stories of the coming of Aeneas to the shores of Latium and the establishment of the city of 

Rome by the brothers Romulus and Remus, an outline emerges of a once-small Italian city grown great.

Probably settled sometime around 753 B.C. Rome existed for almost 250 years as an independent 

kingdom, but the wicked abuses of Rome's seventh king (Lucius Tarquinius Superbas) brought about 

the downfall of the monarchy (and the subsequent creation of the Roman Republic around 510 B.C.).  

This Republic operated on the principle of balance of power and a conservative and restrained 

approach to government.  The Roman Senate provided the government with a shared wisdom that was 

designed to guide Rome while preventing any one man from seizing too much power.  The system 

worked well, and by 264 B.C., Rome had become supreme master of Italy and was beginning to vie 

with the mighty Empire of Carthage for control of the Mediterranean.  In a series of three wars (called 

the Punic Wars), Carthage and Rome fought for dominance with courage, persistence, and ruthlessness.

Finally, Rome emerged victorious, and with the fall of Carthage in 146 B.C., Rome became the 

mistress of the Mediterranean.  It was also during this time that Rome fought and won its various 

struggles against the Greek and Germanic peoples, thus solidifying its power.  As Rome grew in might 

and size, various military leaders achieved unprecedented levels of power and fame.  Caius Marius 

(who, incidentally, was also the uncle of Caesar) emerged from poverty as a plebeian, rose to great 

military success, and was elected as Consul in Rome an unprecedented (and illegal) seven times.  The 

great general, Sulla, seized power in Rome and ruled as a dictator until just before his death in 79 B.C., 

when the structures of Republican government were restored.  However, before the Republic could 

recover, men such as Pompey, Crassus, Marc Antony, Augustus, and of course, Julius Caesar renewed 

the struggle for power and brought about the fall of the Republic and the establishment of the first 
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Emperor in 27 B.C.     

What could cause such a rapid and radical fall for a system of government that had seemed so strong 

and secure?  Gwynn points us towards an answer with these words, “In a very real sense, the Republic 

was the victim of its own success.  The Republican constitution evolved to fulfill the needs of a small 

Italian city-state.  As a political system it was a remarkable achievement, stable yet flexible and 

maintaining a careful balance between collective and individual rule.  But that system was never 

intended to govern an empire.  Expansion placed ever-increasing pressure on the Republic's political 

structures and on the collective authority of the senatorial elite” (Gwynn 71).  What, then, drove this 

expansion which led to the collapse of the Roman Republic?  Gwynn argues that the Roman concepts 

of gloria (glory achieved by leading armies to victory in war) and dignitas (the sum of an individual’s 

personal worth and the worth of his family) drove the expansion, which both made the Republic 

powerful and also brought about its downfall (Gwynn 29).  It was the great goal of every Roman 

nobleman to advance and increase his dignitas, and this could only be done by achieving gloria.  This 

fierce spirit of competition (a competition which could only be won through achieving gloria) 

produced an endless string of wars as each man tried to increase his dignitas.  Without war, there was 

no possibility for achieving gloria and thus for increasing dignitas.  This cycle was not without its 

benefits.  Jones reminds us, “It was partly the intense competitiveness of Roman life that made Rome a 

power” (Jones 141).  “But” he adds, “this desperate need to come out and stay on top by whatever 

means was also one of the reasons for the ultimate destruction of the Republic” (Jones 142).  The lives 

of Marius, Sulla, Pompey, Augustus, and Caesar provide us with powerful evidence of this cycle of 

competition for personal achievement, which brought them into conflict with one another and 

ultimately destroyed the Republic.  The success of Rome's armies may have brought gloria and 

dignitas to her generals and leaders – but it brought death to the Republic which had birthed them.  The

4



expansion of the Republic into an Empire happened long before Augustus took the title of Emperor.  

The Republic was not designed to sustain an Empire, and under the weight of one, it collapsed.  

We said earlier that the rise and fall of the Roman Republic had a mirror image in the story of the rise 

and fall of Julius Caesar.  In one sense, this is because of the role which Caesar ultimately played in the

downfall of the Republic.  While Caesar did not single-handedly bring about that fall (as we noted 

above – this was largely due to the cultural values inculcated in Rome's elite), his life shaped the 

history of Rome in profound ways.  Caesar himself was a product of Rome, and this can be seen clearly

in the virtues and values which drove him.  One of the ancient sources we have about the life and 

character of Caesar comes from Plutarch's Lives.  As Brian Phillips explains, “Plutarch (while taking 

great care to uncover the character, whether good or bad, of his subjects) uses the subjects of his lives 

as an opportunity to explore the history surrounding their lives” (Phillips).  One example of this can be 

found in Plutarch's description of the life of Julius Caesar.  Plutarch tells us a story of when Caesar was 

governor in Spain and was passing through a little village in the alps.  His friends jokingly asked 

Caesar if he thought that even in an insignificant place such as this there were men vying for power and

primacy.  According to Plutarch, “Caesar made answer seriously, 'For my part, I had rather be the first 

man among these fellows, than the second man in Rome'” (Plutarch 861).  Like all the elite of his 

generation, Caesar had a keen desire for greater dignitas and saw gloria achieved through military 

victory as the means to that end.  Plutarch records another story when Caesar, “after reading some part 

of the history of Alexander, [...] sat a great while very thoughtful, and at last burst out into tears.  His 

friends were surprised, and asked him the reason of it.  'Do you think,' said he, 'I have not just cause to 

weep, when I consider that Alexander at my age had conquered so many nations, and I have all this 

time done nothing that is memorable'” (Plutarch 861).  However, like the rise of Rome itself, Caesar's 

star was raised because of his unquenchable thirst to be the first man in Rome.  He fought battles, 
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gained fortunes, devised schemes, and campaigned politically throughout all of his life in order to rise 

to the top.  However, it was this very rise which brought about his fall.  He was assassinated by the 

Senate, not out of jealousy but rather out of the fear that his desire for dignitas and power had grown 

too great.  It is interesting that among the conspirators was the Senator Brutus, a close personal friend 

of Caesar's.  It was a member of the Brutus family that killed the evil king Tarquinius and ushered in 

the birth of the Roman Republic, and it was a member of the Brutus family that killed the ambitious 

Caesar almost five hundred years later, which brought about the Republic's death. 

The death of the Republic and the death of Caesar.  It is fitting that these two go together.  Just as 

Caesar was both made and destroyed by his lust for gloria, dignitas, and fame, so the Republic was as 

well.  The two stand as mirror images of each other, and provide us with a cautionary reminder today.  

At a personal level, we can and should learn from the example of Caesar, that an imbalanced and 

unchecked thirst for success, wealth, or power can have devastating consequences. It cost Caesar his 

life, and Rome her Republic.  From Rome itself we can learn the imprudence of encouraging or 

allowing powerful men with powerful personalities to wield undo influence beyond the bounds of law.  

The Republic had various checks and balances to keep this from happening – and they were quietly 

ignored as the pressure of the situation and the threat of disaster convinced Rome's citizens that their 

true hope was to be found in great generals, rather than in good government.  Such a story is not new 

and has been repeated many times.  In our own day, the democratic Republics of the West have seen the

same trends and responded to the same pressures.  The question is: will we heed the example of Rome?

Will we learn from the virtue and the vices of her heroes?  The first century Roman historian, Livy, 

tells the tale of Cincinnatus, a virtuous Roman citizen who was diligently working his small farm when 

envoys from the city summoned him to Rome.  He was told that Rome faced a grave danger and that 

his leadership was needed if she was to survive.  As Gwynn records, “Cincinnatus entered Rome and 
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accepted the dictatorship.  He summoned all men of military age to gather with their equipment, 

marched out and won a great victory, and returned to Rome to celebrate his triumph.  His chariot was 

preceded by the captured enemy commanders and followed by his soldiers with their booty.  

Cincinnatus then resigned his dictatorship.  He had been in office for just 15 days”  (Gwynn 26).  The 

virtuous example of Cincinnatus humbly laying aside his personal power for the good of Rome was 

replaced over the centuries by the model of Caesar claiming personal power “for the good of Rome”.  

This is a perennial temptation.  If we are to avoid the fate of Rome's fallen Republic, we must learn 

from the rise and fall of Caesar.  For the rise and fall of Julius Caesar provides us with both a window 

into and a mirror of the causes of the rise and fall of the Roman Republic itself.
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