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Cicero’s Pro Caelio: Clodia

Introduction
Cicero is widely regarded as one of the most competent and impressive speakers in history, known for his extensive works within Roman politics, serving as consul and a litany of other roles throughout his life, including statesman and philosopher. His work reflects his opinions regarding tyranny and power, as well as his passion for preservation of the traditional values of the Roman Republic. As discussed in my previous essay, his speeches are highly regarded as mastery of rhetoric, (Iacov, 2025) and his writings offer one of the most comprehensive accounts of Roman history across the Late Republican period, due to his personal involvement and interaction with the events and leading figures of this period, as well as the large quantity of letters and speeches that survive to the modern day. His speeches in particular include examples of incredible technical skill regarding oratory and his work is modelled when regarding public speaking to this day, including his speech in defence of Marcus Caelius Rufus. An orator and politician, Caelius Rufis was educated under Cicero, a young aristocrat while the events of his trial unfolded in 65BCE. He was associates with other notable figures including Caesar, but became subject to multiple political and personal controversies throughout his career, including his case against Clodia, sister of populist politician Publius Clodius Pulcher. Caelius was a prominent figure associated with reformist ideas, including Catiline, but was not a part of this conspiracy. Despite the serious charges against him, with Cicero’s assistance he was able to clear his name and continue his career, until he was killed in an insurrection with Milo in 48BCE. The Pro Caelio orations by Cicero were effective at not only defending Caelius Rufus, but also significantly undermining Clodia’s reputation while defending that of the Roman elite. They provide an account of a highly dramatic and complex legal case and arguement.

Cicero’s Portrayal of Clodia’s Character
One of Cicero’s most prominent strategies against Clodia is to attack her character, her morality and status. She was known to be a particularly scandalous woman, Cicero suggesting she had a history of promiscuity, honing in on this to portray her as morally corrupt and manipulative. He announces his opinion that a trial was not necessary, the fact that there is no evidence against Caelius, and the idea that the case was merely slander, stating that they are merely “insulting remarks thoughtlessly sprouted”, and that there is “no basis for such charges”. Cicero continues to highlight Clodia’s previous, public extramarital relationships with multiple high profile men, arguably intending to weaken her standing as a credible accuser by implying she is of dubious morals herself, and lacks the authority to prosecute Caelius, even using her notourious familial connections to support his viewpoint, frequently referring to her not by name, but rather derogatory remarks relating to her brother, Publius Clodius Pulcher, emphasing her scandalous nature by reference to her equally dysfunctional family and relationships. Cicero clearly intends to portray Clodia in this way to suggest she is emotionally unstable, manipulative and driven by personal vendettas, rather than interest in the course of true justice. 
Similarly, Cicero hints at Clodia’s lack of mental stability, implicitly questioning her as a woman of traditional Roman role, a tactic frequently employed within Roman oratory to discredit powerful women. By attempting to weaken her character in this way, refering to her as a “woman of the night” Cicero is able to mark her as a disruptive figure due to the emphasis placed on the idea that she somehow behaves inexusably within society as a whole, strengthening his claim that the charges had been brought forth by a manipulative, viscious woman. Due to her behaviour related to other events across her life, acting against the expectations of a woman of the time, that they should be modest and subdued, assuming secondary roles within society and public life. By highlighing this, Cicero is able to attack her character while also convincing the senate that she is errant in everyday life, and this case should be no exception.

Counter-Arguements
Cicero’s arguements may be countered by refocusing on Caelius as the main aspect of the prosecution, attempting to disregard Cicero’s perhaps unfair account of Clodia’s character. They may argue that, despite being a show of incredible rhetorical talent, providing they do not fall victim to it, it is a distraction from the true substance of the case, the alleged poisoning of Clodia by Caelius. It is also possible to question Cicero further regarding the dismissal of Clodia as a reputable source of factual evidence, requiring further investigation as to how exactly her previous actions firstly make her elligable for such a ruthless attack on her character and morals, as well as calling on actual evidence that make his claims credible, which may not be availible considering Pro Caelio was written for a completely different purpose, despite many of his claims likely being publicly held opinon, or widely known. The prosecutor(s) would be capable of using Cicero’s very words against him: “prosecution requires a basis for a charge, and then to determine the facts... to prove the case by arguement, and back it up with evidence”, which Cicero may not actually be able to combat due to lack of evidence.
Prosecutors may also be able to look at the complexity and weight of the charges, which were immense due to the charge for murder, and question that even if Cicero successfully discredits Clodia and convinces the jury that she is unstable and manipulative, it does not answer the question as to whether the attempted poisoning and embezzelment had actually been carried out by Caelius, or at all. They would be fair and capable of asking Cicero to refocus onto the actual case and evidence presented, painting Cicero’s speech as a personal vendetta against Clodia, and ask the case be refocused onto more logical fact, taking precedence over Cicero’s potentially emotional attack. Some may argue that Clodia’s public reputation and history may not be used to undermine her character and credibility in a legal context, particularly with consideration that much of Cicero’s arguement relies on rumour and heresay. 

Conclusion
Cicero’s Pro Caelio is undoubtedly a show of incredible rhetorical skill, and was effective in defending Caelius, who was capable of clearing his name and continue his career following an incredibly complex case, due only to Cicero’s expert legal assistance. The speeches against Clodia were accurate and effective in discrediting her character, employing a range of literary techniques typical of Cicero, and providing societal narrative. The speech allows insight into Roman society, justice and politics, with viewpoints regarding the traditional Roman woman, rumour and personal prejudice following recent history within the text. However, it would not be difficult to force Cicero to focus soley on fact and derail his arguement due to it being focused mostly on personal opinion and personal morality. Despite this, Pro Caelio is considered one of the most skillful orations by Cicero, and continues to be notable to the modern day as one of his most famous speeches.
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