
From English 221 Shakespeare Spring 2020 

Titus, Trump, and Tragedy 

It is a well-known human trait that we enjoy classifying things into groups. However, this 

same inclination for separation applies to ourselves too; we have an innate desire to separate 

ourselves from one another, be it on the basis of class, race, or country. This conflict between 

cultures and how it plays a vital role in nation-building is investigated thoroughly in 

Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus. Titus Andronicus considers what becomes of a nation when 

there is no common enemy and various sub-groups struggle for power over one another. 

Shakespeare’s exploration of division in a country and tyranny in Rome was not only pertinent 

for his time, but also for 21st century America, with the Trump administration’s failed attempts 

at unifying a fractured country. 

The psychologist Henry Tajfel named our inclination for identification as the social 

identity theory, in which people find pride in the groups that they are sorted into. Whether it be 

on the basis of a favorite sports team, class, or culture, these groups help shape our self-esteem 

and give us a sense of belonging. Then, to bolster our pride, we view other groups as lesser. This 

may lead to exclusionary or hostile attitudes. The social identity theory is arguably the crux on 

which civilization survives on. Humans define themselves through the groups which they are a 

part of, and they become a tangible part of identity. In order to preserve this identity and the 

pride associated with being part of an exclusive group, we stereotype others. We tend to 

exaggerate the differences between groups and then warp those dissimilarities as negative 

qualities. Although identity and belonging are essential for human development and adjustment 

into society, it can come at the expense of harsh and wrong judgements of others. 
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Titus Andronicus, set in the Roman empire, follows the story of the Roman general Titus 

after his return from war with the Goths and the increasingly gruesome atrocities both sides 

commit out of revenge. In the play, the two distinct cultural groups are the Romans and Goths, 

who are at war with one another. Marcus announces his brother’s victory against the “barbarous 

goths” (1.1.28), and Titus returns from war with the Goth’s queen, her sons, and her lover as 

prisoners. Titus decides that as revenge for the death of his sons, the Romans will sacrifice the 

queen’s eldest son. Tamora begs for Titus to reconsider, pleading, “Stay Roman brethren!...And 

if thy sons were ever dear to thee,/ O think my sons to be as dear to me” (1.1.104, 107 - 108). 

Tamora attempts to draw a connection between Titus and her. Both express a great deal of 

parental love towards their children, and Tamora goes so far as to express kinship with the 

Romans in this regard. However, Titus remains fixated upon the cultural differences that divide 

them and fails to offer any empathy or understanding. He explains that his sons are “[his] 

brethren whom [her] Goths beheld/ Alive and dead…” (1.1.122 - 123) and that this act of 

revenge will appease their spirits. This unnecessarily cruelty and spite serves as the motivation 

for Tamora’s own revenge. The Goths orchestrate the rape of and mutilation of Lavinia, as well 

as the deaths of Bassanius, Quintus, and Martius. In retaliation, the Andronicus family kill the 

queen’s two sons and feed their bodies to an unknowing Tamora. The increasingly violent 

retributions portray the Romans as equally barbaric to the Goths, and prove that these two sides 

are similar in their savagery. 

Simultaneously, both Gothic and Roman societies prize the idea of honor to the extreme. 

After Titus’ son Mutius opposes him and the king, Titus kills him and then refuses to have him 

buried in the family tomb. He gives higher importance to civic duty than familial loyalty, a trait 

which is later challenged by the corruption rampant in Rome. The devotion to honor extends to 
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female chastity as well. Lavinia, the virgin, is portrayed as gracious and pure. She is adored by 

her father, who wishes for her to “outlive [her] father’s days/ And fame’s eternal date, for 

virtue’s praise”(1.1.167 - 168). However, after she is raped and mutilated, Titus kills her, 

believing that she cannot survive without her dignity. When Bassanius mocks Tamora for having 

a lover while married, she responds to this insult by ordering Chiron and Demetrius to kill him 

for calling her a “foul adulteress/ Lascivious Goth, and all the bitterest terms” (2.3.109 - 110). 

Additionally, when Tamora gives birth to a dark-skinned son, Chiron bemoans that his mother 

will be shamed forever. These societies prize female loyalty and innocence, and attempt to 

punish them for their perceived ‘degradation’. Although these are a few of the many qualities 

that the Goths and Romans share, their inability to view one another as equals results in them 

resorting to greater and greater acts of depravity. 

Sigmund Freud, hailed as the founder of psychoanalysis and one of the most influential 

psychologists, proposed various theories as to why civilization emerges and how it functions. 

According to him, civilization emerges from the struggle for power. People with a common goal 

band together to dethrone or overcome more powerful beings or forces. This opposition is 

viewed as the ‘enemy’, and through this mutual conflict against the enemy, people grow closer 

together. Their allegiance to one another leads to the formation of a new group that they view 

themselves as a part of. Freud speculated that humans in a society work together for purely 

selfish reasons. They come together because they perceive some benefit out of relationships and 

community, whether it be to satisfy emotional, sexual, or physical needs. The question then 

arises: what becomes of a civilization when the common enemy is eliminated? What happens 

when there is no more benefit to being together or seeing oneself as part of a group? Freud 

argued that civilization falls apart. People revert to their own individual groups and allegiances. 
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Instead of seeing themselves as one nation, people divide themselves on the basis of culture, 

race, or ideology, and descend into in-fighting.  

Titus Androncis provides a clear example of a society fracturing itself through the war 

effort against the Goths. Titus and Lucius are renowned Roman warriors, and as a result of their 

valor and bravery, they are adored by the people. While Saturninus and Bassianus argue over the 

throne, Marcus announces that the people of Rome have elected Titus as their king. He remarks 

that “A nobler man, a braver warrior,/ Lives not a day within the city walls…” (1.1.25 - 26). It is 

evident that military honor is highly valued in Roman society, to the point where it is enough 

qualification to become emperor over the rightful heirs. Warfare has shaped so much of the 

civilization that being renowned for it not only beckons the adoration of the people, but 

substantial political sway. The war against the Goths has shaped Rome to value strong, military-

minded leaders to ensure their security. However, Roman victory signals an era of peace. With 

the diminishing threat of Gothic invasion, Rome splits apart into supporters of political factions. 

Saturninus feels slighted by Titus, accusing him of betrayal and mockery when Lavinia, the 

woman promised to him, is seized and married off to his brother. With no greater threat of 

warfare to divert his attention, Saturninus fixates on petty altercations and enables Tamora’s 

revenge. Later in the play, Saturninus is fearful of Lucius’ return. Not only is Lucius immensely 

more popular with the people, he has united the remaining Goths through their mutual hatred of 

Rome. Lucius employs the basic principle of civilization to create an army by declaring Rome as 

their common enemy. Conflict coupled with selfish desires brings people together, and it is this 

constant external pressure that allows groups to endure and coalesce. 

Leaders all over the world have utilized the social identity theory to their benefit. By 

painting a common enemy in the minds of the people, they can better unify them. War-time 
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presidents in the United States are shown to have high approval ratings, such as John Kennedy 

with 70.1% during the Cold War and George H. W. Bush with 60.9% during the Iraq War 

("Presidential Approval"). Dwight Eisenhower, who was president during the Red Scare, the 

turbulent and vitriolic fear of communism in America, had a rating of 65% ("Presidential 

Approval"). These can all be compared to Gerald Ford’s approval rating of 47.2% (“Presidential 

Approval”) during a time of relative peace after the Vietnam war. Stirring nationalistic sentiment 

has historically rallied people together to support the war effort. This mentality can be 

accompanied by inflated egos and greater respect for their leaders. Therefore, it is shown that 

conflict with an opposing nation allows leaders of a country to be viewed more favorably. 

The political climate of 21st century America is considered to be the most fractured and 

polarized that it has ever been. Political analyst Steven Shephard notes that the Republican and 

Democratic party have become more “ideologically homogeneous, and more hostile…[to] 

members of the opposite party”. During the 2016 election, Republican candidate Donald Trump 

led a very racially charged and xenophobic campaign to presidency. He incited mass hysteria 

over illegal immigrants in an attempt to unite the country. Trump claimed that Mexican 

immigrants brought problems with them and further accused them of being criminals, rapists, 

and drug dealers. He exaggerated immigration as an invasion and proliferated the idea that they 

were stealing jobs and resources from American citizens (Scott). This racist rhetoric elevated the 

fears of millions of Americans, which were only reassured by his promise to build a border wall. 

After his election, Trump spent years in office pinpointing Russia and China as the biggest 

threats to American safety and stability, accusing them of meddling in elections and stealing jobs 

respectively. This was yet another attempt at playing on the people’s paranoia and turning them 

more hostile towards outside countries. However, all these sentiments did was worsen the rifts 
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between ethnic groups in America. Counties that hosted Trump rallies in 2016 showed a 226% 

increase in hate crimes (Feinberg et al.). The year 2017 saw a national increase in hate crimes, 

far more than those noted in previous years (Feinberg et al.). Trump has also mentioned that 

“Mexico is not our friend” (Desjardins), and later, during a speech in Poland, stressed the need to 

protect “the West'' against forces from “the South and East” (Desjardins). While all these 

statements have been made under the pretense of uniting the country, Trump has done little to 

bring together all races and cultures, and instead, has only amalgamated and encouraged his 

followers who share the same xenophobic, vitriolic rhetoric. 

Another noticeable failure of the administration can be seen with their poor handling of 

the COVID-19 pandemic during 2020. During its initial stages in America, Trump insisted that 

the virus was the Democrats’ “new hoax”, in spite of confirming its existence multiple times 

prior (Peters). Trump and his officials insisted on calling the coronavirus as the ‘China virus’, 

putting the blame directly on the Chinese. While this may have been another attempt at rallying 

animosity for an outside country, more than 2100 hate crimes were directed at Asian-Americans 

between March 2020 to June 2020 (Donaghue). Trump’s derogatory comments over the years 

may have been directed at overseas enemies, but many Americans found their enemy much 

closer — in their home. Trump’s approach to the pandemic has also been riddled with comments 

and actions corroding public trust in scientists. During a campaign rally in November, Trump 

threatened to fire Dr. Anthony Fauci, leader of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious 

Diseases (Viglione). This is coupled with the overruling Centers of Disease Control and 

Prevention demands, such as when CDC Director Robert Redfield proposed a ban on passenger 

cruise ships into 2021. The Trump administration ignored Redfield’s attempts (Viglione). The 

administration’s approach to COVID-19 often contradicted the information advocated for by 
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scientists. Many Americans picked sides, leading to further distrust in either science or the 

government. This fractured state of politics and spread of unreliable data has made it difficult to 

effectively control the pandemic. Instead of recognizing the COVID-19 pandemic as a common 

enemy and taking steps to heal and unite the country, Trump deemed his opposition as the 

biggest threat to American health and safety. This incorrect judgement has led to a deeply 

divided country — one where the future of eradicating the pandemic is unclear. 

The shortcomings of the Trump administration can be contrasted to the swift and 

effective response from the New Zealand government. Early in March, Prime Minister Jacinda 

Ardern closed New Zealand’s borders. This allowed the country to curb community transmission 

or an influx of cases. This was followed shortly after by nationwide lockdown when the number 

of cases was still 102 (Jones). These actions were largely met with compliance by the population, 

and officials all rigorously advocated for government compliance and isolation. Almost 88% of 

New Zealanders trusted the government on their protocols, compared to an average of 59% from 

the people in G7 countries (Manhire). The cooperation of the public eventually led to the 

elimination of the virus, as announced by Ardern on June 8 (“New Zealand lifts all Covid 

restrictions, declaring the nation virus-free”). While the characters in Titus succumbed to their 

hostility to outsiders and the Trump administration blamed other countries, New Zealand 

remained unified. Just as Tamora appealed to Titus, New Zealanders found common humanity in 

one another and made efforts to protect themselves and others. They overlooked ideological and 

racial differences, and communities came together to successfully minimize COVID-19 

transmissions and deaths. Humans are more alike than different, and by remembering what we 

have in common with one another, tremendous things can be accomplished. 
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A seemingly innocuous desire for organization plays a far larger role in our lives than one 

might consider. It acts as the very basis for civilization and the very reason it falls apart. Humans 

feel strong allegiance to groups because they play a role in who we are. Conflict is the driving 

force of humanity, and whether it drives countries apart or brings people together is up to the 

leaders of the groups that we constitute. Titus Andronicus, one of Shakespeare’s most haunting 

and gruesome plays, studies how our allegiance to groups plays a fundamental role in nation-

building and breaking. As life often imitates art, we see similar conflicts and their exacerbation 

under Trump’s administration. While Titus Andronicus ends with the haunting doubt of what will 

become of Rome (or what it will revert to) after the travesties that have occurred, the future in 

reality is yet to be written. If we are able to remember what unites us rather than separates us, 

then we may be able to prevent a bloody end. Whether America remains forever conflict-ridden 

and prejudiced, or evolves into a society where all people can truly be equal, is up to our actions 

and our resolve to build a more unified future. 
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