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Julius Caesar: The Embrace of Risk and the Making of a
Great Leader

Julius Caesar stands as one of history’s most compelling figures, whose legacy has
shaped the course of Western civilization. Dr. Roberts explores why, over 2,000
years after his death, we continue to study Caesar. This post highlights Caesar’s
military genius, his strategic political maneuvers, and the critical lessons we can
learn from his audacious leadership style.

Why Study Julius Caesar Today?

"Yes, he was the greatest of the Roman generals, but he was also a great
lawgiver."

Dr. Roberts opens by emphasizing that Caesar was not just a conqueror but a
multifaceted leader. In addition to his military prowess, he was a strategos—a
combination of soldier, politician, and diplomat—whose influence spanned across
Rome, Gaul, Egypt, and Britain. Caesar's ability to balance political acumen with
military strategy sets him apart, making his life a crucial study in leadership.

The Roman Imperium and Caesar's Drive
Key Concept: The idea of Roman imperium drove Caesar’s ambitions. Much like a
shark that must keep moving to survive, ancient Rome believed in continuous
expansion. This imperial mindset was ingrained in Caesar and was a major
motivator behind his conquests.

"They believed that they were extending a form of Roman civilization to
barbaric peoples."

Yet, this drive wasn't merely about spreading culture. It was deeply tied to the
cursus honorum, Rome’s ladder of social success, which favored military
accomplishments. Caesar’s bravery, exemplified by winning the corona civica (civic
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crown) at Mytilene, cemented his reputation as a soldier’s leader—one who led
from the front.

Leadership Style: Leading from the Front

Julius Caesar is often described as a leader who led from the front. He shared the
hardships of his troops, earning their loyalty and respect.

"He didn't ask his troops to do anything that he wasn't willing to do himself."

This leadership style, combining bravery and camaraderie, allowed Caesar to
inspire and command his legions through grueling campaigns. His relationship with
the troops went beyond commands—it was rooted in a mutual respect that made
them willing to follow him into impossible battles.

The Use of Promotions, Propaganda, and Praise
In addition to personal bravery, Caesar was adept at using promotions and plunder
to reward loyalty. He understood the power of propaganda and crafted a narrative
around his successes through his writings, like the Commentarii de Bello Gallico.

"He refers to himself as Caesar all the way through... Anyone who refers to
themselves in the third person is always a little bit suspect."

Caesar’s writings served as both historical records and propaganda, ensuring that
his legacy would be remembered favorably.

Literary Genius: Writing as a Tool for Legacy

Caesar’s literary abilities were not just a means of recording history but a powerful
tool for shaping his image.
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"His commentaries are about his own campaigns, are both great Latin... but
also amazing propaganda."

Caesar's writings are filled with self-praise, portraying him as a tireless and
successful leader. Yet, Dr. Roberts notes that other sources like Cicero, Sallust, and
Plutarch provide balance to the narrative, confirming his impact beyond self-
aggrandizement.

Influence on Future Leaders
Caesar's legacy as a writer influenced many future leaders, from Napoleon to
Churchill. His ability to document and shape his own story ensured that he would
become a template for leadership long after his death.

The Egyptian Campaign: "I Came, I Saw, I Conquered"

One of the most famous moments of Caesar’s career was his campaign in Egypt and
his liaison with Cleopatra.

"The great thing about the Egyptian campaign is that writing about King
Pharnaces of Zela in 47 BC, he uses the phrase, 'I came, I saw, I conquered.'"

While this phrase is widely remembered, it represents a deeper reality of Caesar’s
approach—decisive, swift, and unrelenting. His ability to turn campaigns into
spectacles of Roman superiority played a crucial role in maintaining morale back in
Rome.

Balancing Diplomacy and Warfare
Although Caesar is often remembered for his military conquests, Dr. Roberts
highlights his role as a lawgiver and reformer:

Land reforms for his soldiers.
Rebuilding Rome's infrastructure.
Financial reforms, strengthening the treasury.
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These actions were part of his broader vision for Rome, but they also stirred
resentment among those who feared his growing power, ultimately leading to his
assassination.

Charisma: A Key to Leadership

"There are very few people who are charismatic but complete failures...
Charisma essentially accretes to power and success."

Caesar’s charisma was a major factor in his rise. Unlike artificially constructed
charisma—like Hitler’s—Caesar’s was rooted in a natural auctoritas (authority). His
personality drew people to him, and his troops’ admiration was not just about his
victories but about his presence and leadership style.

Ruthlessness: An Essential Attribute?
Caesar’s leadership style also involved a measure of ruthlessness.

"He would not allow anyone to stand between him and getting to the top,
frankly."

Whether it was dealing with pirates who had ransomed him or punishing rebellious
tribes in Gaul, Caesar could be unyieldingly harsh. Dr. Roberts points out that
Caesar’s ruthlessness was often framed as a means to prevent further suffering—
a rationale that has been used by many leaders throughout history.

The Embrace of Risk

"He was immensely audacious... The greatest moment of risk came in January
of 49 BC, when he crossed the Rubicon."
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Risk-taking is perhaps the defining feature of Caesar’s legacy. Crossing the
Rubicon was an irreversible decision that pitted him against the Roman Senate and
led to a civil war. It was a bold gamble, but one that epitomized Caesar’s career
—calculated risks that often paid off.

Lessons in Audacity
Caesar's embrace of risk has inspired countless leaders, including Napoleon, who
famously said:

"Audacity, audacity, always audacity."

The ability to recognize when to take risks, even when the outcome is uncertain, is a
hallmark of leadership that transcends eras.

Legacy: The Template for Future Conquerors

Julius Caesar became a template for future military leaders. The very name
"Caesar" evolved into titles like Tsar and Kaiser, symbolizing ultimate power.

"To have your own name become the actual defining word for greatness and
success... is obviously an example of why you're going to be taken as a
template."

From Alexander the Great to Napoleon and beyond, leaders have looked to
Caesar’s blend of military genius, political acumen, and personal charisma as the
gold standard of leadership.

What Can We Learn from Caesar Today?

"Calculated risks, but they were risks."

The greatest lesson from Caesar's life is the balance between boldness and
calculation. He was not reckless but took risks when he believed they were
necessary for success. His story is a testament to the power of audacity in
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leadership.

Conclusion: Julius Caesar and the Embrace of Risk

Julius Caesar’s life and career offer timeless lessons in leadership, courage, and
ambition. From his decisive battles to his reforms in Rome, he remains a figure who
understood the art of balancing risk with strategy. As Dr. Roberts suggests, studying
Caesar is not just about understanding ancient Rome but about grasping the
enduring qualities that define great leaders.

Recommended Reading

If you wish to delve deeper into the life and strategies of Julius Caesar, Dr. Roberts
suggests starting with:

Julius Caesar’s Commentaries: A firsthand account of his campaigns.
Plutarch's Lives: For a broader context of Caesar’s era.
Sallust and Suetonius: Additional perspectives on Caesar's character and
influence.


