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Chapter 11

Philip and Alexander

1. BACKWARD MACEDONIA  
CHALLENGES GREECE 

The Fourth Century Background

At first glance the half century or so following the 
Peloponnesian War leaves the impression of a grim 
period of intercity warfare and clashes of factions 
within poleis. This was certainly the view of some 
of the leading intellectuals of the time who chose to 
become critics of polis-style government rather than 
its leaders. They were anticipated by Socrates, who 
issued an indictment of Athenian democracy when 
he said:

Do not be angry with me for speaking 
the truth. The fact is that no man will 
save his life if he conscientiously opposes 
you or any other democracy…. The true 
champion of justice, if he is to preserve 
his life for even a little time, must stay out 
of politics and confine himself to being a 
private citizen (Apol. 32a).

Plato followed Socrates’ advice and stayed out 
of Athenian politics altogether. Instead he became 
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the adviser of the Syracusan strong man Dionysius, hoping either to make the 
tyrant a philosopher or at least a tyrant amenable to philosophic ideas. The con-
cept of a Common Peace, koine eirene, was supported by many thinkers. Panhelle-
nism was advocated by the important rhetorician Isocrates. He and others argued 
that the independence of Greek poleis should be checked by a strong national 
leader and Greece should direct its overabundant warlike energies outward by 
planting, for example, colonies of the unruly lower classes overseas. In 346 b.c. 
Isocrates published the Philippus, a treatise calling on Philip, king of Macedon, to 
support Greek concord and lead a campaign of all Greeks against the Persians. 
The idea was hardly new but it may have given Philip an appreciation of how 
strong the panhellenic movement in Greece was.

The Temptation of the Intellectuals
The temptation of the intellectuals was understandable. Greek poleis were forever 
at each other’s throats. Democracy, which was becoming more common through-
out Greece, was a challenging, messy form of government. Its mistakes were held 
to be more important than its great achievements. Elites were forever frustrated 
at the level of influence the lower classes had over public affairs. The trouble, 
vaguely defined by the intellectuals, was that there was something fundamentally 
wrong with the very idea of the polis form of government. Plato’s solution was to 
create a super-educated elite with despotic powers. Aristotle speculated about an 
ideal king, a pambasileus, who, because of his overall excellence as a human being 
would automatically command the assent of his fellow citizens. It was ironic that 
the inclination of the intellectuals was to restrict rather than expand freedom and 
to put limits on the number of those who wielded power in government. Critics of 
the intellectuals said that intellectuals were envious of people who had real influ-
ence and spent too much time in their studies dreaming of utopias where people 
like themselves would be the true power wielders.

The intellectuals were right in putting their collective finger on the constitution 
of the polis as one of the main sources of Greece’s problem. In its own limited way, 
the polis was an ideal form of government. A well-managed polis served the needs 
of its own citizens well, but it could not be expanded beyond a certain point. To 
be an effective polis, a city had to remain small. Aristotle makes the great city of 
Babylon the model of what a polis was not. Babylon, he said, was “a nation (an 
ethnos) not a polis” (3.1276a28). The polis was what some historians call a “High 
Level Equilibrium Trap,” meaning that, good as the polis constitution was, it was 
also a constitutional dead end. It would not be until the Romans, with their genius 
for politics, that it was possible to escape the cul-de-sac of the polis, but that story 
comes in later chapters.

The fifth and early fourth centuries proved these points beyond doubt: No sin-
gle polis, neither Athens, nor Sparta, nor Thebes, possessed the legitimacy or had 
the resources to rule significant numbers of other poleis. As long as there was no 
escape from the constitutional blind alley of the polis, a lasting, legitimate multi-
city empire was out of reach. A consequence of this was that a genuine panhellenic 
union that preserved international order while guaranteeing independence to its 
constituent poleis also remained a dream.
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Economic and Cultural Flourishing
The failure of the Athenians, Spartans, and Thebans to create long lasting multi-
city empires did not, however, slow down the commercial and cultural develop-
ment of Greece, either in Greece proper or in the Greek diaspora. In some respects 
the opposite happened. Regions of Greece that had been left behind when the 
coastal regions exploded from the eighth century onward, now began to catch up 
or at least become better integrated in the Mediterranean-Black Sea cultural and 
political market place. In the fourth century areas such as Aetolia, Arcadia and 
Achaea in old Greece began to “modernize” rapidly and play significant roles in 
Greek history as regional players. In some respects their backwardness allowed 
them to leap ahead. The same was true of Macedonia.

the spread of greek culture In the Greek diaspora a somewhat similar 
development took place. Greek cultural influences spread from Greek coastal 
foundations into their continental hinterlands. Greek products, for example, were 
introduced from the Greek cities scattered along the northern coast of the Black 
Sea into what is now Ukraine and Georgia. In the Pontic Steppe, Iranian-speaking 
Scythian nomads commissioned Greek artisans to fashion magnificent personal 
jewelry and horse trappings in a style adapted to their tastes. These nomads in 
turn spread the new Scytho-Greek style of ornamentation across the Eurasian 
steppe as far as China where adaptations of it were made in jade and steatite. Even 
farther away, Scytho-Greek influences have even been detected in some types of 
Korean and Japanese jewelry. In the opposite direction, in the far western Medi-
terranean, the Greek polis of Massilia (modern Marseilles) had long been the entry 
point of Greek goods into France, Britain, and the Rhineland. One of the most 
spectacular examples of Greek bronze work ever found is a gigantic, 300 gallon 
wine mixing vessel discovered in the grave of a Celtic princess who lived near Vix 
in what is today northern Burgundy. Similar Greek cultural influences penetrated 
Syria, Egypt, and Libya but were more indirect and were selectively picked up and 
modified by the ruling classes. Closer to the Greek homeland, Mausolus, a nomi-
nal Persian satrap but the actual ruler of Caria in southwestern Asia Minor con-
sciously Hellenized his kingdom. His tomb, known to 
later ages as the “Mausoleum,” was built and adorned 
by Greek architects and sculptors. It was considered 
one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world. 

Vix Crater
At five feet four inches tall, this is the largest bronze crater known 
from antiquity. It was found in the grave of a Celtic princess who 
was buried at the foot of Mt. Lassois, a fortress in Burgundy that 
dominated the trade route connecting the Mediterranean and central 
Europe. Whether the crater was used in Greek fashion as a mixing 
vessel for the syrupy wine they drank or just as an exhibition piece 
used by its owners to impress guests is not known. Other grave 
goods buried with the princess included necklaces of amber; gold 
and bronze torcs; brooches and rings. Her hair was held in place by 
diadem of gold weighing just over a pound. 
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mercenary influences Of more direct significance for the spread of Greek 
culture and technology was the presence of large numbers of Greek mercenaries 
in foreign armies. For centuries Greek mercenaries had been familiar figures in the 
wars of the Middle East. Sometime in the sixth century b.c., two Greeks soldiers 
carved their names on the statue of Rameses II at Abu Simbel, deep in southern 
Egypt near the border with Sudan. Alcimenidas, the brother of the poet Alcaeus 
whom we met earlier, may have been with the Babylonian army at the siege of 
Jerusalem in 587/586 b.c. 

cyrus and the great king The fifth century, civil wars of the Greeks pro-
duced a large crop of under- or unemployed mercenaries. They were especially 
valued by the Persians who needed their help in controlling their far-flung empire. 
Cyrus, the able brother of the ruling Great King, Artaxerxes II, and the principal 
satrap of Asia Minor, knew well the capacities of these well-trained mercenaries. 
Earlier he played a major role in the downfall of Athens by financing the Spartan 
alliance. With the Peloponnesian War at end Cyrus decided to seek the throne of 
Persia for himself. From all over Greece he gathered an army of 13,000 merce-
naries, mostly hoplites. To these he added his own Persian and allied forces and 
marched against the Great King. 

In 401 b.c. at Cunaxa on the Euphrates near modern Baghdad, Cyrus’ Greeks 
routed Artaxerxes’ army, losing only one man. Unfortunately for the Greeks, Cyrus 
was killed in a cavalry charge and his supporters melted away, leaving the Greeks 
to their fate in the middle of the Persian Empire. One of their number, an Athe-
nian exile by the name of Xenophon, a disciple of Socrates, wrote an account—the 
Anabasis—of how Cyrus’ mixed bag of Greek mercenaries managed to fight their 
way out of Mesopotamia, through Kurdistan and Armenia, and finally make their 
way back to Greece along the Black Sea coast, a journey of some 1,300 miles.

lessons of the anabasis The Anabasis, the “March Up-Country,” is inter-
esting for a number of reasons apart from its intrinsic value as a firsthand account 
of the lucky escape of the Greeks. First, the event demonstrated that Greeks, who 
had been at each other’s throats during the Peloponnesian War, were able to set 
aside their differences and combine to create a formidable army under the leader-
ship of a Persian prince and a Spartan general. Despite being from states as dif-
ferent as Arcadia, Boeotia, Sparta, Athens, and elsewhere they possessed the same 
military skills and accepted directions from each other’s officers. When their lead-
ers were treacherously murdered by the Persians at a parlay after Cunaxa, the 
leaderless Greeks called an assembly in polis fashion to elect new generals and to 
debate what to do. They became, in effect, a mobile Greek polis in the middle of 
Mesopotamia. Their citizen political skills served them as effectively as their mili-
tary abilities. It was a lesson that was just the opposite of what was taking place in 
Old Greece where individual poleis were still pursuing the old dream of autonomia, 
but it showed what might possibly happen when large numbers of Greeks were 
not confined to their polis-dominated homeland.

The knowledge that an ethnically mixed Greek army had fought its way into 
the heart of the Persian Empire and, more importantly, had fought its way out was 
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of great significance to observers of Persia in Greece and elsewhere. The anabasis 
proved that the hoplite phalanx, if supported by cavalry, was still supreme in set 
battles. Another lesson was that the Persian Empire was perhaps not as strong 
as it seemed. Xenophon made the point that the empire “is strong in so far as its 
territory and its population is concerned, but weak because of the length of its 
communications and fact that its military forces are scattered” (Anab. 1.4). He did 
not say or need to say, however, that once assembled, the forces of the Great King 
were formidable. 

2. IN THE SHADOW OF MACEDONIA

Macedonian Differences 
Isocrates’ urging of Philip of Macedon to lead an assault on Persia was hardly 
original. The peoples of northern Greece had for centuries been in direct contact 
with the Persians and knew the depth of their resources. Whether these northern-
ers were capable of uniting just to defend themselves, let alone launch an attack on 
Persia, was debatable. Thrace was inhabited by fiercely independent tribal groups 
who waged constant war with each other. To the west of Thrace, Macedonia had 

The March of the Ten Thousand
Xenophon and the Greeks marched a distance equivalent to walking from Los Angeles to Seattle and 
back again.
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great potential but was weakly ruled by a hereditary king whose power was only 
loosely exercised over the independent-minded barons of Upper Macedonia. Far-
ther west was yet another underdeveloped, quarrelsome tribal area, Illyria. Yet, to 
the surprise of the Greeks of the south it was backward Macedonia that managed 
first to unite behind its king and then subdue its enemies to the east and west and 
finally threaten the heartland of Greece itself. 

kings Macedonia was unlike the rest of Greece in many respects. It consisted 
of two regions: Lower Macedonia, the fertile plain around the Thermaic Gulf, and 
the highland region of Upper Macedonia. It had a continental climate, and unlike 
the rest of Greece, was not dotted with city-states. Its tribal system was still intact, 
and government above the tribal level consisted of a hereditary monarchy drawn 
from the Argead clan who traced their ancestry back to the hero Herakles. To 
many Greeks this looked like a throw-back to Homeric times. 

Argead kings were acclaimed by the Macedonian army but not elected. Like 
many of their counterparts in similarly undeveloped societies, the kings of Mace-
don were at one and the same time priests, judges, generals, and treasurers. To 
help solidify their positions within Macedonia and with its turbulent neighbors, 
the kings chose wives from the ruling families of surrounding states as well as 
from some Greek cities. The nobles of the different tribes were bound to their 
monarchs by personal bonds of loyalty and were considered the ‘Kinsmen” and 
“Friends of the King.” The upper classes, or at least the king and his court, spoke 
Greek and made a point of cultivating Greek culture. Artists and poets were 
invited regularly to Pella, the capital, and among those who stayed there were 
the playwright Euripides and the painter Zeuxis. The kings were recognized as 
Greeks by the officials of the Olympic Games, but Macedonia was not considered 
part of the traditional Hellenic world by the rest of the Greeks. How culturally 
or linguistically Greek the population at large was is disputed by scholars. Most 
Greeks probably regarded Macedonians as, at best, uncivilized. They were sub-
jects of a monarch, not free citizens.

rich potential The potential of Macedonia was great. It had plenty of rich 
land and great reserves of timber and metal. Its people were hardy. But Mace-
donia had difficulty realizing its potential, because, more than any other state in 
Greece, it was exposed to outside attack. Illyrians pressed in from the west, Paeo-
nians from the north, and Thracians from the east. For generations the Greeks had 
maintained cities along the coast, and in the mid-fourth-century b.c. the Chalcid-
ian League could field an army almost as large as that of Macedonia itself. On 
the other side of the Chalcidice, Athens had an ongoing interest in the Thracian 
coastal regions because of its proximity to the all-important Hellespont, and the 
city of Amphipolis was always a particular concern to them. So preoccupied were 
the Macedonians with their defense problems and with holding their upland and 
lowland regions together that it was generally safe for the Greeks, especially the 
Athenians, to disregard them as a threat. It seemed highly unlikely that Macedonia 
might subdue its wild Thracian neighbors and thereby threaten the grain route 
to Athens through the Hellespont. It was even less likely that Macedonia might 
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become a significant naval power in its own right and so achieve control of the 
northern Aegean by that means.

3. THE GENIUS OF PHILIP II

When Perdiccas III, the Argead king of Macedonia, fell in battle against the Illyr-
ians in 359 b.c., his brother Philip was made regent and eventually became king 
as Philip II. He had spent three years as a hostage at Thebes during the time of 
Epaminondas and Pelopidas, where he had observed the tactical innovations and 
reorganization of the phalanx that enabled Thebes to overcome the Spartan hop-
lites at Leuctra and Mantinea. He certainly appreciated and borrowed from the 
military innovations occurring throughout Greece. Nevertheless, Philip’s policies 
and strategies were peculiarly his own. He combined an extraordinary sense of 
timing with a Machiavellian ability to manipulate other states so that his enemies 
were able only slowly to divine his intentions and usually acted too late to thwart 

Macedonia and Its Neighbors



290 • the ancient world

him. Although his military abilities were first rate, Philip knew when to use force 
and when other tactics would be equally successful. 

Philip had some advantages when it came to the task of making Macedonia 
into something more than the sum of its individual parts. He did not have to deal 
with a world of quarrelsome, independent minded poleis, each with its own asser-
tive form of self-government. As a legitimate king, Philip alone was able to decide 
when to make war or peace, to make allies or break treaties. He did not have to 
consult an assembly of citizens who thought of themselves as co-rulers of the state. 
In many respects Macedonia was still feudal, like Greece before the age of the 
polis. Its leaders enjoyed a life of hunting, feasting, and war. Their symposia were 
well known for their violent, drunken brawls. Given Macedonia’s loose social and 
political structure, the country was susceptible to the allure of a truly charismatic 
leader whose personal magnetism would be sufficient to align the disparate parts 
of Macedonian society behind him. Ultimately, however, success depended in 
Homeric fashion on the king’s ability to reward his followers, nobles, and com-
moners alike with land and booty. Philip’s predecessors had tried to do this but 
none had succeeded.

Philip’s Innovations 
Macedonia was extraordinary lucky. The two major powers in the area, Persia and 
the states of Old Greece, had reached a standoff with each other. The Persians had 
plenty of internal problems to deal with and the incapacity of the states of Old 
Greece to unite in stable multi-poleis alliances had been demonstrated over and 
over again. With the major powers distracted and weakened, this was a perfect 
moment for Philip to act. 

philip’s military and financial innovations Heavily armed cavalry had 
been the traditional strength of the Macedonian army. Its nucleus was the Com-
panion Cavalry, drawn from the nobles of the different tribes and attached to the 
king by personal loyalty. Philip strengthened the existing hoplite forces and modi-
fied the traditional phalanx form by replacing the old-style eight foot long thrust-
ing spear with a new weapon, the 15 to 18-foot-long sarissa weighing 12 to 14 
pounds for which both hands were needed. The novelty of the new weapon and 
its proper use in combat meant that the Macedonian phalanx demanded a lot more 
training than did the older-style phalanx made up of thrusting-spear wielding 
hoplites. Intense training of the kind needed meant that Macedonian phalangists 
would be professionals rather than citizen militiamen as was the case with the tra-
ditional polis phalanx. Instead of just tacking onto the phalanx special units such 
as peltasts, slingers, and archers, Philip professionalized the phalanx itself. This 
alone was a major innovation. To complete the revolution he added intelligence 
and engineering units and a supply train. Having detached his hoplites from their 
usual civic and economic duties, Philip could call the phalanx into action at any 
time of the year, not just the traditional campaigning months of the year. 

Such an army was expensive. It required endless infusions of money which had 
to be raised either by constant expansion of Macedonian territory, or by revolu-
tionizing the finances of war, or both. Here Philip was lucky in being able to draw 
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on sophisticated developments in fiscal policy that had been pioneered at Athens 
and other Greek cities. There is some evidence that he was able to raise money by 
deficit spending, the method now used by modern governments to make current 
wars possible by passing their costs on to future generations. Philip also appropri-
ated recent Athenian developments in mining and refining technology, minting, 
and coinage. By his son’s time, Macedonian coinage had become the dominant 
form of exchange in the eastern Mediterranean.

social and political reforms Philip’s reform of the phalanx and his inte-
gration within it of cavalry and special forces required a fundamental shift in 
military thinking. So did his novelties in financing war. Yet despite these innova-
tions—which were in themselves significant—the king’s fundamental revolution 
was social and political. 

From the Greek viewpoint the fundamental weakness of Macedonia compared 
to the rest of Greece was its lack of poleis. As Philip was to demonstrate, this was 
a fundamental misconception, but at the time it was accepted as an unchallenge-
able truism. The truism was that the absence of a substantial citizen population in 
Macedonia meant that it was difficult for its rulers to field strong forces of native 
hoplites capable of challenging the hoplite forces of the Greek poleis. It was taken 
for granted that a hoplite phalanx emerged organically out of the polis, meaning 
that only a citizen polis was able to produce a properly armed, trained and moti-
vated hoplite phalanx: No polis, no phalanx.

Philip was able to prove this assumption was wrong. Instead of depending on 
the laborious process of raising citizen soldiers and then training them as pha-
langists, Philip simply took the arms, exercises, and drilling techniques used to 
make citizens into hoplites and applied them to his own non-citizen subjects. All 
he needed was a sufficient number of well-trained drill sergeants and enough 
money to pay his phalangists and reward them after a successful war. By this 
simple act he severed the heretofore unbreakable connection between the politi-
cal and military roles of the citizen. To the surprise of the Greeks, Philip created 
a native hoplite phalanx out of non-polis subjects. Even the Great King of Persia, 
with all his resources, could not do that. Yet more shocking from the Greek point 
of view was that the Macedonian phalanx turned out to be superior to their own 
citizen phalanxes. Another truism was shattered: Citizen-militias were no longer 
supreme in set battles. 

Philip’s revolution in another way upended traditional approaches to war. The 
new army created by Philip was much more than a citizen phalanx supported by a 
few cavalrymen and skirmishers. The new model army required the coordination 
of a number of highly trained, expensive units. It demanded more of its generals 
and officers than was the case in the old style of inter-polis warfare. Whether this 
new style army would live up to its potential would need to be tested in actual 
combat, and for that the fourth century offered plenty of opportunities.

charism Finally, Philip’s charism and foresight should not be underesti-
mated. To conceive and then enact the kind of reforms needed to modernize the 
apparently backward state and society of Macedonia required an extraordinarily 
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grasp of the contemporary world and a good guess as to where the future lay. As 
important as the reforms themselves were, Philip had to make them work. It was 
the king’s ability to infuse the army with a spirit of energy and enthusiasm that 
enabled its members to transcend their tribal and class backgrounds and become 
a single, united striking force. 

Philip’s Military and Political Strategy 
Philip’s first mission was to free Macedonia from the threat of invasion by its 
unruly neighbors. First the Paeonians were subdued, then the Illyrians (358 b.c.). 
In gratitude for relief from Illyrian pressure, the king of Epirus offered his daugh-
ter Olympias to Philip in marriage. In the summer of 356 b.c. they had a son, 
whom they named Alexander. Although the Greeks were monogamous, Macedo-
nian custom recognized the need for polygamy in their ruling dynasty as a dip-
lomatic tool. At various times as his plans advanced, Philip cemented alliances 
through dynastic marriages. 

While Athens was involved in the Social War, Philip took the important city of 
Amphipolis (357 b.c.). From there he moved to establish the fortress of Philippi, 
which guaranteed him access to the rich gold mines of Mount Pangaeus. Producing 
one thousand talents a year, these mines provided Philip with one of the main tools 
for financing his military ambitions. His next move was to eliminate the remaining 
Athenian possessions in the region, and in preparation for doing so he first secured 
the alliance of the Chalcidian League. Athens, still involved in the messy dissolu-
tion of its naval alliance with its allies (the so-called Social War), could only stir up 
the Illyrians and Thracians. It was unable to prevent the fall of Potidaea in 356 b.c. 
Two years later Methone, Athens’s last possession, fell to Philip. 

a territorial state By his deft maneuvering and hard fighting, Philip cre-
ated a national, territorial state capable, unlike the traditional polis, of expanding 
its territory and population by conquest. Because of its cohesive, monarchical form 
of government, Macedonia now had the resources to dominate Greece despite 
Greece’s greater wealth and resources. As Aristotle commented, perhaps mourn-
fully, “Greece was free and had excellent political institutions and indeed was capa-
ble of ruling all mankind—if only it achieved political unity” (7.1327b32). Aristotle 
may have written these words about the time of the fall of Greece to Macedonia.

The Orator and the King: Demosthenes and Philip

Athenian Aims
Despite its humiliation, Athens seemed willing to accept its losses. In part this was 
because its main interests lay in the Hellespont and the Bosporus, which were not 
directly threatened by Philip, and in part because of internal developments. Since 
358 b.c., Athens’s theoric, or festival fund, had become an independent agency, 
and Eubulus, its chief administrator after 354 b.c., had a rule passed that all surplus 
revenue should go to this fund. This meant that a premium was placed on main-
taining peace because the fund was used to finance the attendance of the poor at 
Athens’ lavish festivals. In times of war, the money would have to go into the war 
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treasury. Athens’s naval power was 
not neglected, however, and with over 
three hundred ships available it was 
still the most important naval power in 
the Aegean. 

Demosthenes’s Foresight 
It was at this time that Demosthenes, 
the greatest orator of the fourth cen-
tury b.c., rose to prominence. He has 
been denounced as a chauvinist fight-
ing the tide of the times or hailed as a 
heroic patriot defending Athens’s lib-
erty against tyranny. Neither descrip-
tion fits the orator, who was a practical 
politician striving to survive in the 
slippery political world of democratic Athens. From at least 351 b.c., when he deliv-
ered his first Philippic (a speech against Philip), Demosthenes more than any other 
Athenian recognized the significance of the growth of Macedonian power. Aware 
that any single state that developed overwhelming superiority in Greece would 
automatically be a threat to Athens, Demosthenes consistently inveighed against 
Philip and tried to convince the Athenians of the potential danger. Understandably, 
the Athenians, with no prior appreciation of 
the resources of a unified Macedonia and no 
other precedents, were slow to act. 

Having deterred the main threats to his 
kingdom and eliminated Athenian foot-
holds in Macedonia, Philip moved against 
the Chalcidian League. Although the league 
was no friend of Athens, Demosthenes rec-
ommended that Athens send help. However, 
Philip’s intrigues in Euboea raised a revolt 
there, and Athens was able to send only 
some mercenaries and a few ships. These 
were sent piecemeal, and could not stop 
Philip. In a surprise winter campaign in 348 
b.c. Philip reduced the cities of the league 
individually and Olynthus, the league’s cap-
ital, fell in August. The city was razed and 
never again occupied. Having exhausted its 
revenues in its efforts to regain Euboea, an 
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important food source for Athens, Athens was now ready for peace. The peace of 
Philocrates (346 b.c.) recognized Athens’ loss of Amphipolis and meant that Athens 
was truly isolated, though still in control of the all-important Hellespont.

Philip was at last free to achieve another ambition: a place for Macedonia on 
the prestigious Delphic Amphictyonic Council, the organization made up of local 
states that supervised the religious and financial affairs of Delphi. Its members 
included such important states as Athens and Thebes. Philip achieved this goal 
by ending the ten-year-long Sacred War between Phocis and Thessaly and by dis-
placing Phocis from its seat in the council. The final step came when Philip, after 
securing all his other fronts, attacked Thrace and brought it under his control (342–
341 b.c.). As a result, Macedonia was positioned to close in on the essential grain 
route through the Bosporus and the Hellespont. Immediately, Athens proposed 
alliances with two key cities in these areas: Byzantium and Perinthus. When Philip 
attacked both cities, Athens’s support foiled his efforts to take them. Left with no 
alternative but war to remove the last obstacle to his plans to control Greece, Philip 
prepared for a land invasion of Attica. 

Chaeronea and the End of Greek Freedom 
The pretext of supporting the Delphic amphictyony against an offending city 
allowed Philip to march a large army into central Greece in the spring of 338 b.c. 
In desperation, Athens diverted the theoric funds to the military account and 
appealed to its old foe, Thebes. Athens’s ancient rival was itself concerned with 
the rising power of Macedonia, but its reluctance to break its alliance with Philip 
was weakened by an Athenian offer to pay two-thirds of the costs of the war. 
An alliance was made, and at Chaeronea in the summer of 338 b.c. the forces of 
Macedonia and Greece met in one of the most decisive battles of history. Philip 
strengthened his left wing, where he placed the Macedonian phalanx and the cav-
alry commanded by Alexander, while deliberately leaving his right wing weak. In 
the ensuing battle the Thebans were annihilated by the Macedonian cavalry and 
infantry, and the Athenians advancing on the left were enveloped or scattered and 
fled from the battlefield. 

The Corinthian League 
Imposing lenient terms on Athens, Philip made peace and went on to Corinth, 
where he convened the Greek states and compelled them to form a league to 
which all but Sparta adhered. The Macedonian king was to be the chief executive 
and military commander of the league. A council was to represent the individual 
members, each of which was to remain autonomous. No state was to wage war 
against another because all the Greeks were henceforth to be bound to a Common 
Peace. Theoretically, at least, this much of Isocrates’s ideal had been realized. No 
tribute was demanded, but the members of the league were expected to make 
contributions to the federal army and to join with the Macedonians in a war of 
revenge against Persia for the invasion of Xerxes. In anticipation of this, Philip sent 
an advance guard into Asia Minor in the spring of 336 b.c., but before he could fol-
low it up, he was assassinated at the wedding of his daughter. His son, Alexander, 
with the support of Philip’s senior commanders, succeeded him. 
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4. ALEXANDER THE GREAT 

At the age of twenty, Alexander inherited all the glories and resources of the Mace-
donian kingship so carefully nurtured by his father. The army was in superb con-
dition, and Greece appeared to be firmly under Macedonian control. Alexander 
also inherited, however, the problems of the Macedonian monarchs. These were 
first of all dynastic, although Alexander’s elimination of three rivals to the throne 
quickly resolved that problem. His mother, Olympias, who had been divorced 
by Philip not long before his death, took private revenge by murdering the infant 
son of Cleopatra, the woman who supplanted her, and then forcing Cleopatra to 
commit suicide. 

The Destruction of Thebes 
Alexander handled the other problems with an equal ruthlessness and speed. 
Those perpetual enemies of the Macedonians, the Thracians and Illyrians who 
took the opportunity of Philip’s death to revolt, were subdued in lightning cam-
paigns (335 b.c.). When false rumors of Alexander’s death encouraged the Greeks 
to revolt, he marched south and captured Thebes, razing all of it except for the 
temples and the house of Pindar the poet. The population was slaughtered or 
sold into slavery. Shaken by the destruction of one of their legendary cities, the 
Greeks quickly came back to their allegiance and hurriedly voted to comply with 
Alexander’s requests for contributions for the invasion of Persia that Philip had 
planned. 

In 334 b.c., Alexander and an army of thirty thousand hoplites and five thou-
sand cavalry crossed into Asia Minor. At Troy he sacrificed to King Priam and 
placed wreaths on the tomb of his ancestor and model, Achilles. A shield said to 
have been from the Trojan Wars was taken from the temple of Athena and was 
always carried thereafter by his bodyguard. 

The Conquest of the Persian Empire 

Alexander’s Strategy 
Alexander’s main objective in the first portion of his campaign (334–331 b.c.) was 
the destruction of Persian armed forces in the west and to avoid being cut off from 
Macedonia. Because his fleet was mostly Greek and therefore untrustworthy, he 
chose a novel method of achieving this aim: a land campaign that would have the 
double effect of crippling Persian land forces while eliminating the naval bases of 
the Persian fleet. 

The first clash with the Persians took place at the River Granicus, not far from the 
Hellespont. Here Alexander found a large collection of Persian cavalry and Greek 
mercenaries waiting for him on the opposite bank. As in all his battles, he was given 
the initiative by the Persian commanders, whose tactics lagged far behind recent 
military developments in Greece. Fording the river, Alexander scattered the oppos-
ing cavalry and then practically annihilated the defenseless infantry, justifying his 
ruthlessness by an appeal for the support of the League of Corinth for his Persian 
crusade, which technically made the mercenaries traitors to the Greek cause. He 
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announced his victory by sending three 
hundred suits of Persian armor to Ath-
ens as a dedication to Athena with the 
inscription, “From Alexander, the son of 
Philip, and the Greeks, except the Spar-
tans.” From the Granicus, Alexander 
proceeded to liberate the Greek cities 
of Asia Minor that had been “freed” so 
many times before by different conquer-
ors. An attempt by the Persian fleet under 
the capable generalship of Memnon of 
Rhodes to raise a revolt in Greece behind 
him failed, and in the autumn of 333 b.c. 
Alexander advanced to Issus. There the 
Persians under Darius III had gathered 
another large force of Greek mercenar-
ies and Persian troops. The engagement 
was one of Alexander’s three greatest 
battles, and he won it, like the others, by 

quickly seizing the initiative on the battlefield and making the enemy respond to 
his movements. Attacking with the heavy Companion Cavalry, as was his custom, 
he dispersed his opponents and then swept around to envelop the other units from 
the rear. Darius fled, leaving behind his mother, his wife, and his children, whom 
Alexander treated with courtesy, winning an important propaganda victory by 
doing so. Darius had abandoned his family, to whom Alexander now extended his 
protection; by implication, Alexander asserted his right to succeed Darius as the 
Great King. 

Alexander in Egypt: Son of Zeus 
Instead of following Darius, Alexander swung south along the Phoenician coast 
in pursuit of his policy of eliminating both the land and the sea power of the Per-
sians. Sidon, Byblos, and Aradus quickly came over, but Tyre resisted, and for seven 
months a bitter siege was conducted before the city fell. Farther down the coast 
Alexander was again held up, this time for two months by the city of Gaza, which 
was finally taken after being defended to the last man. Alexander was then able to 
enter Egypt unopposed (late 332 b.c.). At Memphis he pleased the powerful Egyp-
tian priesthood by sacrificing to the bull Apis, the living incarnation of Ptah, chief 
god of Memphis. The priests in turn crowned Alexander pharaoh of Egypt. He next 
sailed down the Nile to the Canopic mouth, where he founded Alexandria as a great 
business, commercial and cultural center. From Alexandria he traveled across the 
desert to the oasis of Siwa, to worship at the shrine of Zeus Ammon. There he was 
greeted by the priests as “The son of Ammon.” The Greeks equated Ammon with 
Zeus and assumed that henceforth Alexander regarded himself as the son of Zeus. 
This claim opened a rift with his senior Macedonian commanders, who found it 
hard to accept the implied slight to his father, Philip, the king they rightly believed 
had made Macedonia great. 

The Conquests of Alexander
Invasion of Asia Minor 334 b.c.
The Battle of Granicus 334 b.c.
Battle of Issus 333 b.c.
Fall of Tyre 332 b.c.
Occupation of Egypt and Founding  
   of Alexandria

332 b.c.

Invasion of Mesopotamia 331 b.c.
Campaigns of Afghanistan and India 327–325 b.c.
Death of Alexander 323 b.c.

CHRONOLOGY
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Gaugamela 
Leaving Egypt in the summer of 331 b.c., Alexander advanced northward and 
marched through Syria to the Tigris. At the village of Gaugamela, blocking his 
route to Babylon was a huge army that Darius had gathered from all over the 
empire. It was weak in heavy infantry because after Issus, Darius no longer had 
access to the sources of Greek mercenaries in the Aegean. However, he had com-
pensated for this by increasing the number of cavalry and by adding scythed char-
iots, which were supposed to cut down the Macedonian infantry. Although Darius 
chose the battlefield, Alexander, with his usual flair, was able to take rapid control 
of the tactical situation. His aim was to draw the enormously long Persian line 
out of position and then charge into any resulting gaps. To do this he advanced 
obliquely to the right, forcing the enemy to move with him. When a gap finally 
appeared between the center and the left wing, Alexander charged with his heavy 
cavalry and split the Persian line in two. As at Issus, Darius fled before the battle 
was over and was followed by large numbers of his troops. 

The Death of Darius 
From Gaugamela, Alexander marched to Babylon, where he sacrificed to the gods 
and ordered the restoration of the temple of Marduk, which had been destroyed 
by the Persians. In midwinter he forced his way through the Zagros Mountains 
into Persia proper and seized the treasures that had been accumulating at Persepo-
lis for more than two centuries. The palace of Xerxes was burned down during a 
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drunken revel, although later apologists for Alexander claimed that it was a delib-
erate act intended to symbolize the end of Achaemenian rule and the wreaking of 
vengeance for Persian outrages in Greece. From Persepolis the army went on to 
Ecbatana, the old Median capital, where Darius was supposed to have assembled 
another large army. There Alexander found that Darius had fled again, and the 
pursuit began once more. Covering almost forty miles a day with his men, Alex-
ander caught up with his quarry in July, 330 b.c. On Alexander’s approach, Darius 
was stabbed by his own guard, who then fled. When Alexander arrived, the king 
was dead. 

Imperial Responsibilities 

With the death of Darius, Alexander’s campaigns against Persia could have been 
regarded as closed. Alexander was now the Great King, and his troops might 
have assumed that he could return to more civilized regions to consolidate his 
conquests. However, Alexander had different plans. As Great King he inherited 
the responsibilities of the Achaemenids, chief of which was the retention of the 
heartland of the Persian Empire, Mesopotamia. To ensure this required control of 
the Iranian plateau, and to hold it required in turn that the territory farther north 
and east be occupied to prevent the entry of the marauding nomads of central 
Asia. Another reason was that Alexander was determined to push his conquests 
to the edge of the known world, which he wrongly assumed did not extend much 
beyond the Indus. 

Governing Persia 
It was precisely at this point that he first encountered opposition from his own 
Macedonians. After Darius’s death, Alexander had taken to wearing Persian dress 
on certain occasions involving Persian ceremonials, and had begun to appoint Per-
sians to positions of importance. Inevitably, the introduction of what to the Mace-
donians looked like outsiders into the very personal, inner circle of command 
excited jealousies. Later in the year of Darius’s death, Philotas, son of Parmenio, 
the commander of the Companion Cavalry, was found guilty of treason and exe-
cuted. Although innocent, his father was also put to death, being in too power-
ful a position to be allowed to live. Two years later Alexander got into a quarrel 
during a drinking bout with his old friend Cleitus, who taunted him with being 
the son of Ammon, not Philip, and declared that he owed his victories to Philip’s 
generals and the Macedonians, not to his own skills. In a rage Alexander grabbed 
a guard’s spear and stabbed Cleitus to death. Overcome by remorse, he spent the 
next three days without food or water in his tent until his companions persuaded 
him to return to his duties. A year later there was another conspiracy, and Callis-
thenes, Aristotle’s nephew, was implicated. He was later executed. About this time 
Alexander married Roxane, the daughter of the Iranian ruler of Sogdia, in what 
is today Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. Inevitably, more tensions were introduced. 
Further changes were brought about when Alexander ordered the training of Per-
sians in the Macedonian style of warfare and brought Persian cavalry into his own 
ranks. 
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Alexander the Great
This portrait fulfilled Alexander’s own vision of himself 
as a semi-divine hero. It was propagated widely and 
became the stock image of the heroic ruler. The type 
lived on through the Roman period and influenced later 
European art.

Alexander’s Last Campaigns 
Despite these problems, Alexander was 
still in complete command of the army, 
and the years between 330 and 327 b.c. 
were spent in difficult campaigns in the 
wild northeastern districts of the Persian 
Empire. With these completed, Alexan-
der prepared to embark on his last major 
campaign, the conquest of India. Imag-
ining that what is now Pakistan and the 
Punjab constituted all of India, he did not 
see this as an unreasonable plan, and it 
would have given him the Indus as his 
eastern frontier. However, opposition 
within the region was formidable, and 
the last of Alexander’s major battles was 

against Porus, one of the local kings, in the battle of the Hydaspes (326 b.c.). Mov-
ing through monsoon rains to what he thought was the edge of his new domin-
ions, he reached the Hyphasis (Beas) River and discovered that there was even 
more land to the east and another great river. At this point his troops refused to go 
farther, and Alexander was forced to retreat. Yet instead of retracing his footsteps 
and returning to Mesopotamia by the northern route, Alexander chose to march 
down the Indus to the Indian Ocean and then head west along the barren coast of 
southern Pakistan. After desperate suffering and tremendous losses, the army, or 
what was left of it, finally got through to safety in Mesopotamia. 

The Aims of Alexander 

When Alexander arrived back in Persia, he found that many of his satraps, both 
Greek and Persian, had behaved badly in his absence. He immediately set about 
reasserting his control. Fearing Alexander’s vengeance, his old friend, the trea-
surer Harpalus, fled with a large sum of money and tried to find sanctuary at Ath-
ens. There some of the gold found its way into the pockets of Demosthenes, who 
was impeached, convicted, and driven into exile. 

Fusing East and West 
Alexander’s principal aim at this point, however, was to create some kind of joint 
Macedonian-Persian aristocracy. He had already established large numbers of col-
onies in western Asia and had associated Persians with him in high government 
office. Then, in a mass wedding, he and eighty of the Companion Cavalry took 
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wives from among the Persian nobility, and more than ten thousand Macedonians 
had their relationships with Persian, Syrian, and Mesopotamian women recog-
nized. All these efforts at fusing the two groups did not prevent a mutiny breaking 
out at Opis in 324 b.c., when Alexander discharged the veterans and prepared to 
send them home. The army tended to take the view that it had won Alexander’s 
wars and now, in the moment of triumph, was being dismissed and replaced by 
the very people it had conquered. Alexander responded by discharging the whole 
army and retiring to his tent until his forlorn troops begged his forgiveness. With 
magnanimity and showmanship he welcomed them back, and a great feast was 
celebrated at which Macedonians and Persians sat down together and drank from 
the same cup while Alexander prayed for concord (homonoia) and a partnership 
in the empire between Macedonians and Persians. In the winter, Alexander’s clos-
est friend, Hephaistion, died, leaving Alexander grief-stricken. The following 
year, while preparing for a great exploratory expedition to circumnavigate and 
conquer Arabia, Alexander contracted a fever. On June 13, 323 b.c., after lying ill 
for ten days, he died. He was thirty-two years old. 

Alexander’s Character 
Alexander’s brilliance as a general and leader of men dazzled his contemporaries 
and inspired countless imitators throughout history. His capacity to sweep others 
into his own heroic vision cannot be doubted, and even today the accounts of his 
exploits have a magical quality that not even the most cynical can denigrate. Alex-
ander was the living embodiment of the Homeric ideal of the speaker of words 
and the doer of deeds; and the mixture of courage, love of his fellow soldiers, gen-
erosity, ferocity, and ruthlessness was entirely appropriate in this worthy descen-
dant of Achilles. His principal achievement—the destruction of the armed might 
of Persia—opened the way for the spread of Greek influence in the Middle East. 
His successors are often portrayed unfavorably as hard-headed pragmatists who 
lacked Alexander’s vision of fusing east and west, Greek and foreigner. It is an open 
question as to whether Alexander, had he lived, would have been able to convince 
the Macedonian leaders that they should welcome Persian aristocrats as co-rulers. 
Even taking into account the king’s great charisma it would have been a hard sell.

Recent opinions regarding Alexander have, by and large, been negative. A 
reviewer of a recent book on the economic impact of Alexander concludes by say-
ing: “Though he died spectacularly rich, Alexander appears to have brought few 
economic benefits to the Near East and the ancient Mediterranean. Thus, next to 
Alexander the Megalomaniac or Alexander the Sociopath, we may now add Alex-
ander the Plunderer, the Ruiner of Economies, and perhaps, for his pretense to 
poverty, Alexander the Poseur.”1

Alexander’s Successors 

“To the Strongest” 
It was said that, as Alexander lay dying, his commanders asked to whom he was 
leaving his kingdom and that Alexander replied, “To the strongest.” Though prob-

1Bryn Mawr Classical Review 2017.01.18 (online).
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ably apocryphal, the tale is a candid commentary on what actually happened in 
the years after his death. His generals at first squabbled but eventually patched 
up a compromise. Philip III Arrhidaeus, Alexander’s feeble-minded half-brother, 
and his son by Roxane, Alexander IV, were set up as figureheads. However, it was 
an impossible solution. In the eyes of the rank and file of the army young Alexan-
der was part barbarian and therefore unacceptable. Because neither he nor Philip 
III could rule without regents, inevitably the struggle for power became a battle 
among Alexander’s generals and lieutenants. 

The senior commanders were soon eliminated. The cavalry general Perdiccas 
and the infantry chief Craterus were both killed in 321 b.c., the former by mutinous 
troops and the latter in battle. Antipater, the other senior commander, survived 
until 319 b.c. (unlike most of the other potential successors, he died a natural death 
of old age.) The blood relatives also soon disappeared. Philip Arrhidaeus was mur-
dered in 317 b.c. by the pitiless Olympias, who in turn was put to death, and Rox-
ane and Alexander IV were done away with around 310 b.c. by Cassander, the son 
of Antipater. 

Ptolemy, Antigonus, and Seleucus 
A second line of contenders consisted of Antigonus the One-Eyed, one of Alexan-
der’s governors in Asia Minor, and his son Demetrius. Two others were Ptolemy 
and Seleucus, members of the Companion Cavalry. Of these, Ptolemy was ulti-
mately the most successful. In 321 b.c. he seized Egypt and consolidated his hold 
by hijacking the body of Alexander as it was being brought back to Macedonia for 
burial and giving it a magnificent tomb in his capital, Alexandria. He immediately 
set out to reorganize and exploit the riches of the Egyptian economy and quickly 
built up a position of power for himself and his successors. This position remained 
intact for practically the next three hundred years. Antigonus the One-Eyed came 

After facing down the Macedonian muti-
neers, Alexander gave a banquet to drive 
home his point that he intended the Persian 
empire was to be ruled jointly by Macedo-
nians and Persians. He did not live long 
enough to see this policy enforced. The 
best ancient biography of Alexander was 
written by the philosopher and historian Ar-
rian who used as his sources the memoirs 
of Aristobulus and Ptolemy, who were with 
Alexander during the Persian campaign.

Alexander offered a sacrifice to the 
gods to whom he customarily sac-
rificed, and gave a public banquet 
over which he himself presided, with 
the Macedonians sitting around him 
and next to them the Persians. After 
them came the men of the other na-

tions distinguished for their personal 
rank or for some meritorious action. 
Alexander and his guests drew wine 
from the same mixing bowl and 
poured out the same libations fol-
lowing the lead of the Greek seers 
and the Magian (Persian) priests. 
The king prayed for blessings and 
especially that Macedonians and 
Persians might rule together in har-
mony and community of rule. The 
common version is, that those who 
took part in this banquet were 9,000 
in number that all of them poured 
out one libation, and after it sang a 
song of victory.

 Arrian, The Anabasis of Alexander 7.11

Alexander the Unifier: The Feast at Opis
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closest to reunifying the empire of Alexander, but he was defeated and killed in 
battle at Ipsus in Phrygia in 301 b.c. by a coalition that included Seleucus and 
Lysimachus, the governor of Thrace. Demetrius, after a spectacular career, drank 
himself to death, but his son, Antigonus II Gonatas, was an able ruler and estab-
lished himself firmly as king of Macedonia and Greece. His descendants main-
tained themselves there until the appearance of the Romans in the second century 
b.c. Seleucus carved out a realm for himself that consisted of the eastern satrapies, 
to the extent that it was possible to control them, and some parts of Asia Minor. 
His son by his Persian wife Apama, Antiochus I, became head of the third major 
Hellenistic kingdom, and his descendants ruled there until the first century b.c. 

Pergamum and Rhodes 
Thus in the generation after Alexander a pattern gradually emerged that was to 
dominate the Greek world to the time of the Romans. The Ptolemies held Egypt, 
Cyprus, Palestine, and Phoenicia (until the second century b.c.), together with 
some toeholds in the Aegean area; the Antigonids retained Macedonia and much 
of Greece with the exception of the areas under the control of the Achaean and 
Aetolian leagues, and the Seleucids held Syria, Mesopotamia (until the second 
century b.c.), much of Iran (until the mid-third century b.c.), and some of Asia 
Minor. In the third century b.c. the kingdom of Pergamum in western Asia Minor 
emerged as a distant fourth among the Hellenistic monarchies, and Rhodes 
remained a powerful independent state until weakened by Rome in the second 
century b.c. In mainland Greece the classical cities such as Athens, Thebes, and 
Sparta played no significant roles. 

After a generation of war, the once unified Persian Empire lay in pieces. In 
its place was a collection of warlike states that constantly feuded with each other 
while at the same time trying to keep down their indigenous populations. Whether 
Macedonians and Greeks were any better as colonial administrators than their 
imperial predecessors is hard to tell. It is even more difficult to estimate whether 
the peoples of the region would have been better off without any kind of imperial 
overlordship at all. 

Philip and Alexander
The sheer power of Alexander’s personality and his success in conquering the Per-
sian Empire made the achievements of his father Philip less historically visible if no 
less significant. Yet it was Philip who saw how it was possible to create a multi-polis 
state where Athens, Sparta, and Thebes had failed and to do so without creating 
a tyranny that smothered the creativity of the polis as an institution. Philip forced 
the restricted world of the Greek polis out of the High Level Equilibrium Trap (see 
p. 286) in which it was ensnared. The price paid by the polis world was its loss 
of political independence, but the polis remained for over a millennium the basic 
social, cultural, and administrative unit of old Greece and of the world conquered 
by Alexander.

Philip, Alexander, and their successors seemed to have confirmed that the future 
belonged not to individual poleis but to territorial states with significant material 
and population resources led by powerful rulers. When the Romans, who were 
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emphatically not led by kings and thought of themselves as polis-dwellers, con-
quered the Greeks, history must have seemed to them to have evolved backwards.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Into what new areas of the world did Greek influence penetrate during the 
fourth century? 

2. What role did mercenaries play in extending Greek culture outside its 
original Aegean homeland?

3. What lessons did the Greeks take from the Anabasis of Cyrus and his 
mercenaries?

4. What resources did Macedonia possess that made it a potentially powerful 
state? What were its main disadvantages?

5. Philip II introduced what major military, financial, and socio-political 
reforms to Macedonia? 

6. What were Philip’s military and political strategies in developing the power 
of Macedonia? How was he able to take advantage of Greece’s political 
shortcomings?

7. Among the Greek poleis of the Aegean, Athens seemed to have an extraordinary 
interest in the Hellespont. Why was this? What steps did Athens take to 
secure control of it?

8. Alexander did not trust the Greeks to remain true to the League of Corinth 
and was fearful that a combined Greek and Persian fleet might raise rebellion 
in Greece when he led his army into Asia. How did he deal with this threat?

9. What risks did Alexander take in plunging into the middle of the Persian 
Empire? After the event his success seems inevitable, but was it?

10. What were Alexander’s plans for governing the Persian Empire? Might he 
have succeeded had he lived a longer life?


