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Abstract: 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to explore the fall of Julius Caesar as a historical case 

of risk culture failure. By reading betrayal, loss of legitimacy and resilience breakdown in 

organizational terms, the paper aims to draw lessons for contemporary governance, 

leadership, and organizational security. 

Design/Methodology/Approach: The study takes a qualitative, conceptual-historical 

approach, integrating risk governance, leadership studies and resilience theory with 

historiographies of Rome under Caesar. Following Power’s cultural critique and Beck’s risk 

society, the paper re-reads ancient events from organizational theory. 

Findings: The analysis identifies four dynamics of risk culture failure:  pride and risk denial, 

breakdown of trust and betrayal, symbolic governance and loss of legitimacy, and resilience 

failure. These dynamics render how the erosion of trust, symbolic authority and lack of 

adaptive mechanisms turned Caesar’s authority into a significant threat to the system. 

Practical Implications: The study reveals three lessons for contemporary organizations: 

legitimacy is a critical element of organizational resilience; betrayal is a result of broken 

trust rather than unfaithful individuals and adaptive capacity is key to surviving a crisis. It is 

essential for leaders and organizations to demonstrate proportionality, inclusiveness, and 

accountability to avoid recreating the cultural failures of Rome. 

Originality/Value: The study bridges historical and modern perspectives demonstrating the 

universality of the dynamics of risk culture failure across time. It extends organizational risk 

theory by reading Caesar’s fall as an instance of systemic cultural fragility, providing a novel 

interpretative frame to analyse betrayal, leadership hubris, and resilience. 
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1. Introduction  

 

The concept of risk culture is essential to understand why organisations and societies 

succeed or fail despite uncertainties. Risk culture is not about formal processes and 

codified rules but the assumptions, values, and practices through which leaders and 

institutions make sense of risks.  

 

When this culture is broken, organisations collapse from the inside, not because of 

invisible risks but because they were consciously ignored, downplayed, or 

misinterpreted. The fall of Julius Caesar is an exemplary case of how fragile risk 

culture can be and how leadership, power, and betrayal collide to undermine 

resilience.  

 

In modern scholarship, Michael Power argued that risk management turns into 

“management of nothing,” where rituals of compliance substitute for meaningful 

action (Power, 2009). Beck’s idea of the “risk society” is that modernity generates 

new and amplified dangers by trying to control them (Beck, 1992).  

 

Caesar’s concentration of power was a similar paradox: the more he tried to secure 

his authority, the more he exposed himself to the risk of betrayal and assassination. 

In both ancient and contemporary contexts, attempts at absolute control generate 

weakness. Leadership scholarship sheds some light on the paradox.  

 

Resilient performance depends on leaders embracing uncertainty and fostering 

vigilance (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2007). Caesar’s leadership was charismatic but 

overconfident and proud, which discouraged critical voices. Sidney Dekker showed 

that cultures suppressing shocking news create blind spots that prevent leaders from 

acting on early warnings (Dekker, 2014).  

 

In Caesar’s Rome, senators who perceived growing risks of authoritarianism chose 

conspiracy rather than dialogue because they faced a risk culture that privileged 

loyalty over truth.  

 

The relationship between power and betrayal was particularly revealing. Betrayal, as 

Searle and Gillespie (Gustafsson, Gillespie, and Searle, 2021) argued, happens when 

trust in organisational integrity is dismantled and actors perceive survival in 

opposition, not in collaboration. Brutus and other senators interpreted their function 

as restoring legitimacy to the Republic, even if it involved personal betrayal.  

 

Betrayal was thus not only a moral failure but an organisational response to risk 

when formal accountability mechanisms are absent. As Virta and Branders (Virta 

and Branders, 2016) suggested, legitimacy and security are contingent on the 

willingness of stakeholders to accept authority as just. Caesar’s legitimacy could not 

be restored once it had collapsed in the eyes of his peers, and no symbolic control 

could secure his position.  
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Political science and organisational governance literature also underlined the 

importance of proportionality in risk response. Organisations are resilient when they 

design responses that are proportionate to risks, not symbolic responses (Boin and 

Lodge, 2016). Caesar’s reliance on spectacle, with the triumphal parade and the 

proclamation of perpetual dictatorship, was not only the public display of dominance 

but also his (“security theatre”) (Schneier, 2000) a facade of control rather than 

substance.  

 

The confusion between legitimacy and domination undermined the risk culture that 

might have sustained his reign. The concept of resilience is even more revealing. 

Wildavsky (1988) showed that resilience is not about eliminating risks but 

cultivating adaptive capacity. Arjen Boin and his colleagues (Boin, 2013) underlined 

resilience’s dependence on adaptability and trust. Caesar’s Rome was not adaptive; 

rigid hierarchies and personal power replaced institutional flexibility. When betrayal 

happened, the system had no resilience mechanisms to absorb the shock; it collapsed 

violently.  

 

The failure of Caesar’s risk culture also shows the danger of Perrow’s (1999) 

“normal accidents,” where complex systems produce breakdowns though tightly 

coupled failures. In Rome, political institutions, military power, and personal loyalty 

were tightly coupled, with no buffer or checks and balances. This systemic fragility 

was reminiscent of modern corporate scandals, where concentrated decision-making 

amplifies risks. I illustrate this with the Malaysian 1MDB scandal (Case, 2017) 

where leadership pride and weak governance generate institutional collapse.  

 

Finally, risk culture is about the dynamic interaction of trust, legitimacy, and 

governance. Organisational scholars such as Renn (2008) emphasised that effective 

risk governance depends on transparency and the inclusion of diverse perspectives.  

 

Caesar’s refusal, or incapacity, to accommodate Senate concerns eroded trust and 

legitimacy and left a governance vacuum. Rasmussen (1997) argued that dynamic 

societies must manage risks through continuous adaptation rather than static rules. 

Caesar’s static concentration of power was the rigidity that risk culture theory 

warned against.  

 

The lessons from Caesar’s fall are not only for history. Modern organisations, 

whether corporations or states, face similar risks when leaders identify power and 

invulnerability and replace accountability with loyalty. Betrayal once unleashed is 

not an act of individual treason but a systemic failure of governance.  

 

Caesar’s assassination is, therefore, not only a political but a leadership event. It is 

also a lesson about the fragility of organisational risk culture. This study about 

Caesar’s fall is situated in the ongoing theoretical debates on risk, governance, and 

resilience.  
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It draws on the work of Power, Beck, Weick, Schneier, Wildavsky, and others to 

argue that the failure of risk culture in Rome was about overconfidence, suppression 

of dissent, symbolic control, and erosion of legitimacy. These themes resonate with 

contemporary issues in organisational security, politics, and leadership. Caesar’s fate 

was not only a historical event but a timeless lesson in the management, and 

mismanagement, of risks. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

Risk culture is studied across a multitude of disciplines, from organisational theory, 

political science, security studies, and leadership. At its heart, risk culture is 

concerned with how groups come to perceive threats, to apportion blame, and to 

define the parameters of resilience.1 By contrast to narrow views of risk 

management that reduce uncertainty to tools and metrics, risk culture is concerned 

with the informal values, assumptions, and norms that shape behaviour in the face of 

uncertainty.  

 

From Ulrich Beck to Michael Power, scholars have identified that the failure of 

institutions to deal with crises is less a matter of technical incapacity than 

dysfunctional culture (Beck, 1992; Power, 2009). Situating the fall of Julius Caesar 

within this literature allows us to consider how organisational failure may arise from 

the disconnection of governance, leadership, and legitimacy from resilient practices. 

 

2.1 Risk Culture and the Fragility of Organisations 

 

In the "risk management of nothing" account of organisational risk, Michael Power 

argues that risk frameworks are often about appeasing regulators or stakeholders, 

rather than about resilience (Power, 2009). In such context, leaders mistake 

performance for substance, leaving their organisations ripe for betrayal or collapse.  

 

Beck's "risk society" thesis goes further, arguing that modern societies create risks 

through their attempts to centralise and control them (Beck, 1992). The 

centralisation of Caesar's Rome may have served to magnify vulnerabilities, rather 

than to suppress them. The literature suggests that risk culture failure often arises 

from hubris, ritualism, or erosion of institutional trust. 

 

The risk governance literature more broadly underscores these dynamics. Renn 

(2008) emphasises that legitimate risk governance requires transparency, inclusivity, 

and proportionality, yet organisations fall short by privileging elite voices or 

symbolic gestures.  

 

Rasmussen (1997) describes how dynamic societies require adaptive risk 

management, rather than static control mechanisms, warning against the rigid 

entrenchment of political and technical systems. The Caesar turn of the 

authoritarians precisely illustrates this rigidity: the concentration of power creates 
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systemic fragility. In both the modern and the ancient, failed risk culture is less about 

ignorance of risks than about the failure to institutionalise adaptive and collective 

responses. 

 

2.2 Leadership, Pride, and Risk Blindness 

 

Leadership studies provide a further lens on to risk culture breakdown. Weick and 

Sutcliffe (2007) argued that resilience requires leaders who can cultivate a culture of 

mindfulness, where weak signals of risk are noticed and acted upon. Organisations 

with high reliability do not avoid disasters, they respond adaptively to them. The 

leadership of Julius Caesar, however, was characterised by charisma and dominance, 

rather than humility or institutionalised vigilance.  

 

Dekker (2014) highlights how governance failures arise from the suppression of 

shocking news and the silencing of critics. In Rome, senators felt they could not 

express their concerns and frustrations became betrayal. This dynamic is echoed in 

the modern corporate scandal, where boards that suppress criticism create 

environments ripe for organisational collapse. 

 

At the heart of this failure is the hubris of leadership, a failure that the literature has 

described as pride. Case (2017) describes how the pride of leadership led to 

catastrophic failure in the Malaysian 1MDB scandal, where concentrated decision-

making, weak accountability, and overconfidence of leadership created systemic 

breakdown.  

 

The gathering of titles and honours by Caesar epitomises pride in excess, eroding 

trust and subverting legitimacy. Gustafsson, Gillespie, and Searle (2021) argue that 

organisational trust, once eroded, is difficult to rebuild. When leaders prioritise 

domination over reciprocity, betrayal becomes more likely. The literature therefore 

highlights the close connection between pride, risk blindness, and the collapse of 

organisational resilience. 

 

2.3 Betrayal, Legitimacy, and Power 

 

Betrayal is not a simple act of individual disloyalty but a systemic indicator of failed 

governance. Virta and Branders (2016) highlight that legitimacy and security are 

contingent, dependent upon whether stakeholders recognise authority as just and 

reciprocal. When legitimacy collapses, betrayal emerges as a rational strategy for 

actors focused on their survival.  

 

Caesar's assassination provides a logical culmination of such an outcome, where 

senators framed their conspiracy not as treason, but as the restoration of the 

Republic's legitimacy. The modern literature of institutional betrayal then extends 

this analysis, arguing that betrayal occurs when organisations prioritise self-

preservation over the welfare of stakeholders (Duffy et al., 2023).  
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Whether corporate, medical, or political, betrayal illuminates the failure of 

governance and culture to ensure reciprocal trust. 

 

The link between betrayal and organisational collapse is further reinforced by 

security studies. Kuldova (2024) argues that insider threat programs widely 

reproduce a culture of suspicion and betrayal, paradoxically eroding the very trust 

they are supposed to defend.  

 

The culture of suspicion in the authoritarian Caesar's Rome eventually normalised 

betrayal as part of the risk response. Yilmaz, Shipoli, and Demir (2021) document 

how regimes secure themselves through politics of betrayal, securitisation, and 

populist rhetoric, but such strategies also embed fragility. These insights reinforce 

the connection between betrayal as both a symptom of and a catalyst for failure in 

risk culture. 

 

2.4 Organisational Security and Symbolic Governance 

 

A further strand of the literature provides a critique of substantive versus symbolic 

security. Schneier (2000) famously critiques security theatre, where organisations 

invest in the visible trappings of security that reassure stakeholders but do not 

meaningfully address risk. Caesar's triumphs and public spectacles were of this kind, 

projected power but did not address legitimacy crisis.  

 

Power (2004) similarly critiques the "risk management of everything," where 

overextension of control mechanisms also produces inefficiency and distrust. These 

arguments highlight how symbolic displays of control undermine substantive 

resilience, leaving organisations vulnerable to betrayal and collapse. 

 

Williams, Hardy, and Holgate (2013) extend this insight to critical infrastructure 

organisations, showing that information security governance prioritises compliance 

over adaptive resilience. In political systems, this is again the Caesar turn, where 

symbolic authority replaces institutional checks. The broader lesson from this 

literature is that symbolic security erodes trust and fails to provide proportional, 

resilience-oriented responses, much as Caesar's downfall suggests. 

 

2.5 Resilience and Institutional Adaptability 

 

The resilience literature critiques and offers a path forward. Wildavsky (1988) 

argued that resilience does not come from eliminating risks, but from cultivating 

adaptability and recovery capacity. Boin and Lodge (2016) reinforced this, showing 

how resilient institutions required a balance between central authority and 

distributed flexibility.  

 

Hilgers (2020) illustrated how participatory upgrading within Latin American cities 

cultivated resilience by including broader local actors, demonstrating the power of 
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inclusive governance. Caesar’s Rome, however, suffered as participatory governance 

was abandoned for centralised decision-making, leaving the system brittle and 

unable to bounce back from shocks. Contemporary resilience theory also stresses the 

relational dimensions of governance. Steen and Pollock (2021) examined the 

concept of total defence resilience, showing how trust and cooperation between 

institutions is critical in crisis periods.  

 

Caesar’s Rome lacked such cross-institutional trust as the Senate and Caesar’s inner 

circle fell into a deeper division, intensifying systemic fragility. The literature 

consistently finds that resilience is not just about resources, but also about relational 

legitimacy, trust, and distributed capacity. 

 

2.6 Politics, Security, and Organisational Learning  

 

Thus, the literature on political risk and organisational learning invites a lesson that 

failures are repeated where institutions suppress reflection. Hart (2013) claimed that 

mega-crises like Fukushima expose how institutional learning is the critical missing 

factor, often impeded by defensive routines.  

 

In Caesar’s Rome, the early risks, the prophecies, the dissent, the unrest, were all 

suppressed rather than discussed, a culture unable to learn from warning signs. De 

Goede and Simon (2015) similarly critiqued European emergency governance as a 

form of “bureaucratic vitalism,” where states amplified crises to reproduce authority 

rather than adapting constructively.  

 

This finds a parallel in Caesar’s strategy of deploying military triumphs to reinforce 

legitimacy, a strategy that hastened collapse by ignoring underlying institutional 

weaknesses. Lohrke (2023) make the case that cybersecurity research from a 

management perspective must consider organisational culture and leadership, not 

just technical tools.  

 

The lesson is the same for history: Caesar’s failure was not one of lacking military 

capacity, but of lacking a risk culture of inclusivity, transparency, and trust. Again, 

the literature converges across governance, resilience, leadership, and betrayal. Risk 

culture failures, whether in Rome or the offices of a modern firm, occur where 

leaders elevate power over legitimacy, spectacle over substance, and control over 

adaptation.  

 

3. Methodology 

 

The study adopts a qualitative, conceptual-historical methodology, combining 

organisational risk culture, governance theory, and leadership studies with the 

historical case of Julius Caesar’s fall. Rather than unearthing new archival evidence, 

the analysis draws on established historiographies of the late Roman Republic, 

applying risk culture as a framework for interpreting them. As Boin and Lodge 
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(2016) put it, this is about designing resilient institutions through theoretical 

synthesis; historical episodes are testing grounds for contemporary concepts of 

governance.  

 

Practically the study is underpinned by three principles. First, the study applies what 

Renn (2008) describes as risk governance analysis, in which attention is focused on 

how decision-makers frame risks, assign responsibility, and legitimate authority.  

 

Historical accounts of Caesar’s leadership and assassination are considered not as 

isolated political events but rather as examples of how risk culture operates within 

hierarchical and contested systems. Reading ancient accounts through organisational 

theory enables the study to identify timeless dynamics of pride, betrayal, and 

institutional fragility. 

 

Second, the methodology is interpretive rather than positivist, in the spirit of 

Rasmussen (1997), who argued that risk in dynamic societies cannot be reduced to 

static models but must be understood as processes of adaptation and failure.  

 

The study reads the fall of Caesar as a process of cultural and organisational failure. 

It engages with historical themes – centralisation of power, erosion of legitimacy, 

betrayal by elites – not as isolated events but as interacting risk dynamics that speak 

to the failures of corporations, states, and institutions today.  

 

Third, the study follows what Dekker (2014) described as the governance learning 

perspective, which recognises that organisational disasters often occur because 

unwelcome news is suppressed and dissent is not factored into governance. In 

analysing the fall of Caesar, attention is paid to signals that were missed in Rome: 

prophecies, Senate mutiny, social discontent.  

 

Caesar either ignored or repressed these signals, rather than incorporating them into 

collective learning. Methodologically, they are interpreted as echoes of modern 

whistleblowing, compliance failures, and missed early warnings in organisational 

crises. 

 

The study is framed as a case-based conceptual generalisation. Perrow’s (1999) 

theory of “normal accidents” and Wildavsky’s (1988) insights on resilience are not 

tested empirically but used as interpretive lenses through which we understand 

Caesar’s fall. As Power (2009) noted when describing the cultural study of risk, the 

point is not to predict but to understand how risk is constructed, ignored, and played 

out in organisational collapse.  

 

The case of the Roman Republic serves as a historical analogue: at its best, the study 

demonstrates the portability of risk culture theory across contexts, bridging the 

ancient and the modern. Finally, the methodology acknowledges its limitations.  
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As Beck (1992) noted in the “risk society” thesis, risks are socially constructed as 

much as they are materially real. Interpreting ancient betrayal and political 

assassination through contemporary categories inevitably involves translation across 

contexts. That said, the study grounds the analysis in well-known organisational 

theories and vetted scholarly sources to ensure theoretical rigour. It also illustrates 

the relevance of Caesar’s fall for contemporary debate about risk, leadership, and 

legitimacy. 

 

4. Findings 

 

Analysis of Julius Caesar’s fall reveal four interwoven themes of risk culture failure: 

pride and risk denial, trust breakdown and betrayal, symbolic governance and 

legitimacy loss, and resilience failure. Together these themes demonstrate that risk 

culture fails not under external shocks but through the misalignment of leadership, 

governance, and institutional trust. 

 

4.1 Pride and Risk Denial  

 

Leadership pride was most strongly apparent in Caesar’s fall. As Weick and Sutcliffe 

(2007) argued, resilient organisations maintain vigilance in the face of weak signals 

of risk. Caesar, by contrast, was overconfident and intolerant of dissent, silencing 

opposition, and criticism.  

 

As Dekker (2014) argued, organisational governance fails when organisations banish 

sad news – a characteristic evident in Caesar’s rejection of prophetic warnings and 

Senate discontent. As with the 1MDB scandal outlined by Case (2017), where 

concentrated decision-making and leadership pride blinded institutions to underlying 

danger, Caesar’s dominance promoted risk denial within the Republic. 

 

4.2 Trust breakdown and Betrayal  

 

Trust was the cornerstone of resilience, but Gustafsson, Gillespie and Searle (2021) 

offered an alternative idea that organisational trust is fragile and once broken leads 

to betrayal. The senators conspiring against Caesar framed their actions as the 

restoration of legitimacy rather than personal treason.  

 

Here betrayal was a form of contesting legitimacy, as described by Virta and 

Branders (2016) as a “response to contingent legitimacy”: actors redefine loyalty 

when legitimacy is no longer perceived as just.  

 

This resonates with Duffy et al. (2023), who showed that institutional betrayal often 

resulted from organisations placing self-protection over stakeholder trust. Caesar’s 

fall reveals betrayal to be systemic, organisational failure rather than an individual 

act of treachery. 
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4.3 Symbolic Governance and Legitimacy Loss  

 

Power (2009) argued that organisations often reduce risk management to symbolic 

ritual, as also evidenced in Schneier’s (2000) concept of “security theatre”. Caesar’s 

public displays of triumph, honours and declarations of dictatorship were symbolic 

feats of strength that masked deeper governance weaknesses. As Williams, Hardy 

and Holgate (2013) observed in critical infrastructure organisations, symbolic 

governance placates rather than builds stakeholder trust and rarely creates real 

resilience. For Caesar, relying on spectacle accelerated his legitimacy loss: once 

symbolic authority could not be believed, it offered no protection against betrayal. 

 

4.4 Resilience Failure   

 

Boin and Lodge (2016) highlighted that resilience is a matter of adaptability and 

distributed flexibility. Caesar’s governance weakened participatory checks and 

replaced institutional flexibility with rigid personal control. Rasmussen (1997) 

warned that dynamic societies require adaptive risk management rather than static 

concentration of power.  

 

Lacking resilience mechanisms when betrayal occurred the system had no buffer; the 

outcome was immediate collapse. These dynamics echo modern organisational 

failures where, as Perrow (1999) described, tightly coupled systems turn accidents 

into inevitabilities. 

 

Table 1. Themes of Risk Culture Failure in Caesar’s Fall 
Theme Caesar’s Rome (Historical 

Evidence) 

Modern Organizational Parallel 

(Literature) 

Pride and Risk 

Denial 

Ignored omens and Senate 

warnings; overconfidence in 

personal rule 

Pride in leadership blinds 

institutions to weak signals 

(Dekker, 2014; Case, 2017) 

Breakdown of 

Trust and Betrayal 

Senators conspired, framing 

assassination as defense of 

legitimacy 

Betrayal as systemic outcome of 

broken trust (Gustafsson et al., 

2021; Virta and Branders, 2016) 

Symbolic 

Governance and 

Legitimacy Loss 

Triumphs, titles, dictatorship 

projected dominance but 

eroded legitimacy 

“Risk management of nothing” and 

“security theatre” mask fragility 

(Power, 2009; Schneier, 2000) 

Resilience Failure Collapse of governance with 

no institutional buffer after 

assassination 

Lack of adaptive resilience leads to 

systemic collapse (Wildavsky, 

1988; Boin and Lodge, 2016) 

Source: Own elaboration.  

 

4.5 Integration of Analysis  

 

These findings demonstrate that Caesar’s fall was the failure of risk culture, not 

personal betrayal. Pride silenced dissent, breakdown of trust authorised betrayal, 
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symbolic governance eroded legitimacy, and resilience failure prevented recovery 

from shock. As Power (2009) and Renn (2008) argued, effective governance requires 

proportionality and inclusivity, Caesar’s style substituted dominance and ritual. The 

assassination was thus a normal accident of organisational fragility (Perrow, 1999) – 

a violent rupture revealing the brittleness of authoritarian risk cultures. 

 

5. Discussion  

 

The fall of Julius Caesar provides a vivid historical case of the collapse of risk 

culture undermining organisational resilience. The findings reveal four intertwined 

dynamics – pride and risk denial, breakdown of trust and betrayal, symbolic 

governance and legitimacy loss, and resilience failure – that together transformed a 

powerful leader into a vulnerable figure whose authority could not withstand internal 

dissent.  

 

This discussion further extends these findings by situating them within 

contemporary theoretical debates on leadership, governance, and organisational 

security, showing how the Rome of Caesar prefigures contemporary organisational 

dilemmas. 

 

5.1 Pride and the Perils of Risk Blindness  

 

Leadership pride was long identified as a precursor to organisational collapse. Weick 

and Sutcliffe (2007) argued that resilience requires a culture of mindfulness, where 

leaders develop vigilance to weak signals and can confront uncomfortable truths. In 

Caesar’s Rome, omens, contrary views, and political dissent were suppressed as 

irrelevant or treason.  

 

Dekker (2014) showed that unwelcome news suppression produces organisational 

blind spots, where risks only become visible after they materialise. Modern 

organisations exhibit the same dynamic. The Malaysian 1MDB scandal (Case, 2017) 

revealed how concentrated decision-making and pride led to the blindness of 

institutions to emerging risks.  

 

In Caesar’s Rome, pride was embodied in the refusal to heed advice. Caesar’s 

accumulation of titles and overconfidence demonstrated how charismatic authority 

could suppress institutional checks. This reflects Power’s (2009) description of risk 

management degenerating into symbolic reassurance rather than effective risk 

preparedness.  

 

In both Rome and contemporary corporations, pride produces organisational cultures 

where risks are known and systematically ignored, leading to catastrophic failure. 
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5.2 Trust, Betrayal, and the Contingencies of Legitimacy  

 

The assassination of Caesar shows betrayal not as a personal act of treachery but a 

systemic outcome of eroded trust. Gustafsson, Gillespie and Searle (2021) argued 

that organisational trust is fragile and when broken leads to betrayal as a rational 

survival strategy. The Senators who conspired against Caesar framed their actions as 

restoring legitimacy to the Republic, suggesting that betrayal was embedded in 

organisational logic, rather than a moral failure.  

 

This aligns with Virta and Branders (2016) who argued that legitimacy and security 

are contingent on perceptions of fairness and reciprocity, where legitimacy failure 

leads to actors no longer seeing loyalty as binding.  

 

Betrayal becomes a governance response to failed authority, particularly in contexts 

where dissent is suppressed. Duffy et al. (2023) further argued that betrayal of 

institutions occurs when organisations prioritise self-protection over stakeholder 

rights. Caesar’s betrayal was thus not only personal, but institutional – the collective 

perception of the Senate that governance under Caesar had ceased to be legitimate. 

The literature also shows that betrayal has cascading effects.  

 

When organisational trust fails, betrayal normalises and spreads through networks, 

accelerating institutional breakdown. Kuldova (2024) illustrated this in insider threat 

programs, where cultures of suspicion breed the very betrayals, they seek to prevent. 

Caesar’s Rome illustrates this dynamic. Authoritarian rule increased elite suspicion 

until betrayal appeared rational and necessary. Betrayal is thus not a sign of moral 

failure, but a symptom of a wider cultural pathology, where governance, legitimacy 

and trust no longer align. 

 

5.3 Symbolic Governance and the Erosion of Authority  

 

A recurrent theme is the distinction between substantive and symbolic risk 

management. Power (2009) argued against symbolic risk management in place of 

substantive risk management, the “risk management of nothing”. Schneier (2000) 

similarly argued risk management had become “security theatre”, with organisations 

investing in visible measures of reassurance rather than substantive risk mitigation.  

 

Caesar’s triumphs, public spectacles, and declaration of perpetual dictatorship were 

symbolic governance, they projected political power but did not address the 

Republic’s legitimacy crisis. Williams, Hardy and Holgate (2013) showed that 

critical infrastructures often prioritise compliance rituals over adaptive resilience, 

producing a false sense of security. Caesar’s governance follows the same pattern, 

where the substitution of spectacle for substantive political reform alienated the 

Senate and eroded institutional legitimacy.  
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Once symbolic authority is lost, it provides no protection against betrayal. The 

collapse of Caesar’s authority reveals how reliance on symbols can accelerate 

organisational fragility. This is an important lesson for organisations that mistake 

performative control for substantive resilience.  

 

Symbolic governance is dangerous because it hides vulnerabilities until crises erupt. 

As Power (2004) argued, organisations that try to manage everything end up 

managing nothing. Caesar’s symbolic domination destroyed the legitimacy and trust 

that sustained him. The literature repeatedly shows that symbolic security measures 

placate stakeholders temporarily but leave organisations vulnerable to systemic 

failure. 

 

5.4 Resilience and the Loss of Adaptive Capacity  

 

Resilience theory offers more insights on Caesar’s fall. Wildavsky (1988) argued 

that resilience does not come from removing risks but from adaptive capacity and 

bounce-back mechanisms. Boin and Lodge (2016) made the same point, observing 

that resilient systems counterbalance central authority with distributed flexibility.  

 

Caesar’s government had stripped away the participatory checks and replaced 

institutional flexibility with personal control. When betrayal came, the system had 

no buffer and collapsed instantly. Rasmussen (1997) warned that dynamic systems 

must constantly adapt.  

 

Perrow (1999) noted that tightly coupled systems ensure accidents. The Roman 

Republic under Caesar was perfectly tightly coupled: the political institutions, 

military power, and personal loyalty were so enmeshed that system failure was 

inevitable once trust was lost. No distributed resilience mechanisms remained to 

absorb the shock of the assassination.  

 

Resilience theory also highlights the role of trust and inclusivity. Steen and Pollock 

(2021) argued that resilience requires inter-institutional cooperation, while Hilgers 

(2020) demonstrated that participatory governance fosters adaptive capacity. 

Caesar’s Rome had neither. By concentrating power and excluding dissent, Caesar 

eliminated the cooperative structures needed for resilience.  

 

The absence of adaptive capacity transformed betrayal from a political act into a 

systemic collapse of the Republic. Lessons for Modern Organizations The parallels 

between Caesar’s Rome and modern organizational failures are striking. Pride, 

betrayal, symbolic governance, and resilience failure are recurring themes across 

corporate scandals and political crises. The organizational literature suggests three 

lessons.  

 

First, legitimacy is a cornerstone of resilience, but Renn (2008) reasoned that 

effective risk governance requires transparency and inclusivity to be legitimate. 
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Organizations that rely on domination, symbolic gestures, or lack of transparency are 

risking the trust that underpins resilience. Caesar’s fall demonstrates how quickly 

legitimacy can crumble when governance is perceived as unjust. Modern analyses of 

authoritarian regimes and corporate failure echo this warning.  

 

Second, betrayal flows from broken trust (Beck, 1992). It is not a moral failing but a 

rational choice in contexts where people perceive survival as against the regime. 

Organizations that crush dissent or prioritize their own survival over stakeholders’ 

wellbeing create betrayal. This is consistent with Duffy et al. (2023) and Kuldova 

(2024), who show that institutional betrayal emerges from a cultural rather than a 

personal choice.  

 

Third, resilience depends on learning, adaptation, and distributed capacity. 

Wildavsky (1988) and Boin and Lodge (2016) emphasized the resilience of flexible, 

inclusive, and learning organizations. Organizations that centralize power and 

suppress learning are brittle and cannot recover from shocks. Caesar’s Rome 

captured the perils of rigidity, where the absence of adaptive capacity turned betrayal 

into systemic collapse. Historical and Contemporary Relevance  

 

By analysing Caesar’s fall through the lens of risk culture theory, this work 

contributes to the historical and contemporary debate. Although a distant historical 

case, the Roman Republic serves as a historical analogue for modern organizational 

failure. Beck (1992) emphasized that risks are socially constructed and influenced by 

how leaders and institutions frame threats and responses.  

 

The fall of Caesar demonstrates that risk culture failures are not confined to 

antiquity, but recur across time, context, and institutions. The analysis also reinforces 

the importance of interdisciplinary study. Political science, organizational research, 

and security studies converge in the findings that governance, legitimacy, and trust 

are inseparable from resilience. Caesar’s assassination demonstrates that the erosion 

of these elements brings systemic failure.  

 

By situating a historical episode in contemporary theory, the analysis highlights the 

continued relevance of risk culture as a framework to explain organizational failure.  

 

This analysis portrays the fall of Caesar not as a uniquely political failure but an 

archetypal risk culture failure. Pride blinded the leadership to weak signals, betrayal 

was a rational response to broken trust, symbolic governance destroyed legitimacy, 

and resilience failure produced systemic collapse.  

 

These themes resonate across modern organizations, demonstrating the universal 

risks of risk culture failure. For historical and contemporary audiences, the lesson is 

clear. Without legitimacy, trust, and adaptive capacity, even the most powerful 

institutions are vulnerable to sudden and catastrophic collapse. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

The fall of Julius Caesar was not only a political assassination, but also a dramatic 

cautionary tale. Risk culture is the invisible architecture that shapes how institutions 

see the risk landscape, apportion power, and sustain trust. It is dynamic, in constant 

flux yet rarely appears to reach a breaking point. Instead, it is undermined by 

successive failures of leadership, legitimacy, and governance.  

 

This study of Caesar’s Rome has shown how the dictator’s demise was precipitated 

by four interrelated dynamics–pride and risk denial, the breakdown of trust and 

betrayal, symbolic governance and legitimacy loss, and resilience failure. These 

processes, together, demonstrate a pattern of fragility and collapse that transcends 

time, and offer a framework useful for understanding organisational failures past and 

present. 

 

Pride and risk denial blinded Caesar to early warning signs. His dismissal of omens, 

disregard for Senate martyrdom and unforgiving confidence in his own authority 

reflected a culture described by modern scholars as one where dissent is suppressed 

and risk is ignored.  

 

This was not a fluke of personality, but a structural outcome of power centralisation 

and the discouragement of honest feedback. In such cultures, leadership is a vice, not 

a virtue. The breakdown of trust transformed discontent into betrayal. As 

organisational research has shown, betrayal is a product of legitimacy collapse and 

the perception that loyalty is no longer binding.  

 

In Rome, senators justified their treachery not as personal treason, but as the 

restoration of the Republic’s legitimacy. Betrayal was the symptom as well as the 

cause of the culture’s failure, underlining how easily political and organisational 

trust can be destroyed when governance suppresses reciprocity and inclusivity. 

Symbolic governance further undermined his authority.  

 

Caesar’s reliance on spectacle, military triumphs, honours, and titles was, to 

paraphrase modern theorists, a form of “security theatre,” in which symbols of 

control substitute for the real thing. Once symbolic authority no longer provided a 

credible performance, it could offer no protection from conspiracy. The erosion of 

legitimacy was not slow, but swift.  

 

The example of Roman Governance shows that symbolic authority can work over 

the short term but cannot in the long term stand in for governance rooted in trust and 

proportionality. Finally, failure of resilience ensured the system could not absorb the 

shock of betrayal.  

 

By dismantling participatory mechanisms and concentrating power, Caesar stripped 

the system of the adaptive capacity that may have mitigated crisis. Assassination 
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brought immediate institutional collapse, showing the dangers of rigid, tightly 

coupled systems without distributed flexibility.  

 

The lessons go well beyond the late Roman Republic. Modern corporations, 

governments, and institutions face the same risks if leaders equate authority with 

invulnerability, substitute loyalty for accountability and privilege spectacle over 

substance.  

 

The fall of Caesar reinforces three timeless verities. Legitimacy is the foundation of 

resilience; betrayal is a product of trust breakdown, not individual disloyalty; and 

adaptive capacity is the only protection against systemic collapse. By 

reconceptualising Caesar’s fall as a risk culture failure, the article bridges history 

and organisation theory, showing that the dynamics of fragility and collapse are 

universal.  

 

These insights do not merely deepen knowledge of a pivotal historical moment but 

prepare the ground for the practical recommendations and theoretical contributions 

to contemporary debates on risk, governance and leadership offered below. 

 

6.1 Recommendation, Contribution to Knowledge and Future Research 

 

Recommendations: The lessons from Julius Caesar’s fall have clear practical 

implications for modern organisations. Leaders should foster cultures of vigilance in 

which dissent is valued rather than suppressed. Rewarding transparency and open 

dialogue decreases the risk of the complacency pride breeds. Organisations should 

value legitimacy as a form of security, acting in trustworthy and fair ways.  

 

Symbolic displays of power and control may give short-term reassurance to 

stakeholders but will insidiously fail if not underpinned by real trust. Organisations 

need to embed resilience through distributed flexibility and adaptive capacity. 

Institutions that concentrate authority without redundancy or contingency planning 

become brittle and collapse in crisis. 

 

Contribution to Knowledge: This research has made three contributions to the 

scholarship on risk culture. First, it demonstrates the failure of risk culture is not 

confined to contemporary corporations or states but has deep roots in history. This 

extends theoretical debates beyond the contemporary world. Second, it sharpens 

concepts of legitimacy, proportionality, and resilience by situating them within 

processes of betrayal and political authority.  

 

This offers an expanded framework for understanding organisational collapse. 

Finally, it shows the value of bridging classical history with contemporary risk 

governance theory. The article illustrates how an ancient event can illuminate 

modern debates of management, security, and political science. 
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Future Research: Future research could take this line of inquiry in several 

directions. Comparative historical analysis, such as the fall of other leaders like 

Napoleon, or corporate examples like Enron, could strengthen the generalisability of 

the framework. Research on organisational betrayal could test the theoretical insights 

developed here, especially the link between breakdown of trust and collapse.  

 

Finally, interdisciplinary collaboration between historians, management scholars and 

security researchers could extend the risk culture framework. This would provide a 

framework that combines historical lessons with practical tools for risk governance 

and leadership in the modern era. 
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