
 

 

Responding to excerpt with Antony and Brutus’ speeches 
How does a comparative study encourage the audience to consider the instrumental 
nature of political relationships? 
 
A comparative study of William Shakespeare’s historical play Julius Caesar (1599) and 
Niccolo Machiavelli’s political treatise The Prince (1532) both encourages the audience to 
consider the instrumental nature of the political relationships for a leader’s gaining and 
maintaining of power, and also emphasises the complex interplay between personal and 
political relationships. Writing in the politically unstable climate of the war-torn Italian 
peninsula, Machiavelli draws on the theory of moral consequentialism embedded in the 
Renaissance humanist movement to demonstrate the manipulative nature of the political 
relationship between a leader and the people for the leader’s political gain. In contrast, the 
extract from Julius Caesar is significant in that it uses the dramatic form to contrast Brutus’ 
and Antony’s approaches to their relationship with the people, capturing the interplay 
between personal and political relationships and hence encouraging the audience to 
consider the more nuanced complexity of humanity that Shakespeare was able to explore 
due to the relative stability and prosperity of the Elizabethan Golden Age compared to 
Machiavelli’s war-torn Italian state. 
 
As an ousted Florentine diplomat who had experienced the ramifications of war, Machiavelli 
encourages the reader to consider the manipulative nature of political relationships between 
a leader and the people in The Prince by highlighting the instrumental value of the leader’s 
acquisition and maintenance of political power. Machiavelli’s purpose of writing the treatise 
to persuade Lorenzo de Medici to reinstate him and unify Italy results in his guidelines for 
political success, demonstrated through his imperative tone in “a ruler must take care to 
avoid the disgrace… that could lose him his position.” His reductionist criticism of unrealistic 
political theorists in “Many writers have dreamed up kingdoms that have no resemblance to 
experience” reflects his cynicism. He extends this cynicism to perceiving all of humankind as 
a ‘sad lot’, establishing the fickleness of the populace through the anaphoric clauses “they 
lie, they fake, they melt away in the face of danger.” Due to his belief of the inconstant 
nature of the populace, Machiavelli highlights the manipulative nature of political 
relationships by demonstrating the necessity of compromising values such as honesty, 
revealed through his advice for a leader to “project an impression of himself’, through the 
theatrical motif in “It’s seeming to be virtuous that helps… seeming to be compassionate, 
loyal, humane...” Machiavelli values a stable relationship between a leader and his people 
over traditional morals of kindness, illustrated through the historical allusion to Cesare 
Borgia’s methods of cruelty. Machiavelli encourages the reader to consider the manipulative 
nature of political relationships by emphasising the instrumental value of the practical 
outcomes over any inherent value.  
 
In contrast, Shakespeare’s relatively stable lifestyle in the Elizabethan Golden Age allows 
him to not only explore the manipulative nature of political relationships in Julius Caesar, but 
also encourage the audience to consider the complex interplay between personal and 
political relationships. The low literacy rates and lack of political transparency in 16th 
Century England contributed to a politically misinformed populace, influencing 
Shakespeare’s echo of Machiavelli’s belief that a leader should manipulate to gain political 
power, established through the juxtaposition of anthropomorphic imagery in “I know he not 
be a wolf / But that he sees the Romans are but sheep”. Shakespeare explores values of 
idealism through Brutus’ endeavour to act honourably in his political relationship with the 
people, revealed through his antithetic clause “Not that I loved Caesar less, but that I loved 
Rome more.” Shakespeare establishes Brutus’s emotional dilemma, being metaphorically 
“at war with himself”, to highlight the complex interplay between personal and political 
relationships, demonstrated through Brutus’ definitive tone “I know no personal cause to 
spurn at him.” Shakespeare also encourages us to consider the influence of personal 



 

 

relationships on political relationships by demonstrating Cassius’ personal motivation of envy 
to conspire against Caesar revealed through the rhetorical question “Upon what meat doth 
this our Caesar feed / That he is grown so great?” Shakespeare’s play Julius Caesar 
encourages us to consider the complex nature of political relationships through the impact of 
personal influence on a leader’s political relationships. 
 
Aware of the untrustworthy alliance systems between warring Italian states, Machiavelli 
encourages the audience to consider the individualistic nature of the political relationship 
between political leaders in The Prince by illustrating the necessity of acting independently 
for political gain. He emphasises the independence required within political relationships 
revealed in his didactic tone in “If you want to play the good man in a world where most 
people are not good, you’ll end up badly.” His imperative tone in “A sensible leader… must 
not keep his word if by doing so he puts himself at risk.” highlights his belief that traditional 
morals should be compromised for the sake of a leader’s political gain. Machiavelli 
demonstrates the importance of a leader’s ability to rely on himself and “exploit both the man 
and the beast in himself” through the Classical allusion to the fable of Achilles and Chiron. 
His assumption that other political leaders are untrustworthy, influenced by the duplicitous 
nature of the contemporary leaders of Machiavelli’s time, is revealed through his imperative 
tone about flatterers ‘Courts are always full of them.” Not specifically religious, Machiavelli 
uses the analogy of the river to illustrate a leader’s ability to ‘foresee and forestall’ future 
events so that they will be less dependent on fate. By revealing the untrustworthiness of 
others in the political world, Machiavelli encourages the reader to consider the individualistic 
nature of political relationships for a leader’s political gain of power. 
 
Shakespeare also reveals the untrustworthy nature of political relationships in Julius Caesar, 
encouraging the audience to consider the impact that manipulating personal relationships 
has on political relationships. Cassius’ attempt to flatter Brutus in their friendship, displayed 
in the metaphor “you have no such mirrors as will turn / Your hidden worthiness into your 
eye”, reinforces the duplicitous nature of politicians, those Machiavelli states “rulers can only 
avoid if they are very canny”. The value of manipulating personal relationships for the sake 
of political advantage is illustrated through Antony’s duplicitous nature, portrayed through the 
stage direction where he “shakes hands with the conspirators”, appearing to make a 
reconciliatory gesture whilst actually marking them as guilty with the blood of Caesar. 
Shakespeare uses Brutus and Antony as dramatic counterpoints to reveal the theatrical 
nature of political relationships through his play-within-a-play where Antony’s speech, written 
in classical iambic pentameter as opposed to Brutus’ speech in prose, illustrates the power 
of rhetoric in manipulating the people through the epimone “Brutus is an honourable man”, 
which becomes ironic and eventually turns the people against Brutus. Antony’s monosyllabic 
statement “Look, with a spot I damn him” reveals his willingness to use murder as a political 
tool, demonstrating that political relationships should be divorced from personal relationships 
in order to achieve political success, echoing Machiavelli’s belief that if you “eliminate the 
family of the previous ruler… power is guaranteed.” Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar 
encourages the audience to consider the impact that the manipulation of personal 
relationships can have on a leader’s political gain. 
 
Overall, a comparative study of William Shakespeare’s historical play Julius Caesar and 
Niccolo Machiavelli’s political treatise The Prince not only encourages the audience to 
consider the manipulative and individualistic nature of political relationships between a 
leader and the people and a leader and other politicians for instrumental gain, but also 
emphasises the complex interplay between personal relationships and personal 
relationships. By presenting us with divergent interpretations, Julius Caesar and The Prince 
encourage the audience to consider to what extent a leader can separate personal and 
political relationships in their attempt to gain political power. 

 


