The Degradation of Alexander the Great’s Motivational Tactics 

Alexander III of Macedon possessed an innate ability to motivate his troops and boost their morale. In fact, it was this ability that allowed him to conquer the entire world, as it was known in the 4th century BCE. 

It would have been impossible for Alexander to make his far-reaching conquests if he had not been able to foster high morale among the men he led. Such morale was very largely the product of his own courage and ability as a leader.

However, Alexander’s motivational tactics deteriorated over his career and led to the loss of control over his troops and subjects directly preceding his death. Whereas he once employed altruistic and genuine motivational tactics on his men early in his command, he gradually began using more sinister strategies on his kinsmen. This paper will analyze the phenomenon based on a study of three major times in Alexander’s career when his strategies became apparent: the battle at Issus in 333 BCE, the battle of the Malli in 326 BCE, and the mutiny at Opis in 324 BCE. 


The initial incentives to motivate his troops were simple for Alexander to accomplish. First, he asserted his bravery in combat alongside the troops and military cunning as their general at the battle of Chaeronea (Aug. 4, 338 BCE
), fighting with his father Philip before Alexander’s rule. Carney notes that “the ability of the king to share in the common lot of the army could also be an effective disciplinary tool.”
 Secondly, the whole campaign against the Persians would have primarily been an incentive to follow Alexander. The two regions had been at odds for a long time, and to conquer the nation’s archenemy would have gained Alexander monumental support. Isocrates states in his speech to Philip in 346 BCE,

I assert that it is incumbent upon you to work for the good of the Hellenes, to reign as king over the Macedonians, and to extend your power over the greatest possible number of the barbarians, for if you do these things, all men will be grateful.

Alexander certainly would have grown up with that mentality about the Persian conquest. When dealing with his troops he was considerate, and since he shared in their trials and tribulations he could identify with how they were feeling. “Alexander sought to lead by indulgence as well as by example” and he gained popularity with “compassionate leave.”
 By “indulgence” and “compassionate leave,” Keegan means that Alexander would indulge his troops with things like spoils of war and days of rest, and he would be sympathetic to soldiers who had recently been married or had children, allowing them to return home to see their families.
 These incentives were obviously effective since he was able to amass a large army (about 35,000
) for his trek to the East. He began his war with a good relationship between himself and his troops, but this would change over the course of the next eight years. In the beginning Alexander led in accordance with the traditional Macedonian custom, in fact they seem to have had an open and stable relationship, which was “extremely personal” according to Carney.
 “A study of the ancient evidence reveals a degree of flexibility in the attitudes of Alexander and his men toward each other…(the soldiers) were in a sense his equals and he lived among them as one of them.”
 However, things such as Alexander’s insistence on proskynesis in his court even among Macedonians later in his reign (this began in 327 BCE), shows a disparity between the two ruling styles. The style Lock mentions is based on the premise that the king is an equal of the soldiers; but with proskynesis it has obviously shifted to a largely-separated hierarchy, more in the custom of Oriental rulers. 


The first event to be analyzed was in 333 BCE at the Issus River. Before the battle against Darius— a decisive victory for Alexander though not the end of this war for Persia— Alexander fell ill with a fever. Parmenio, one of Alexander’s top generals, sent a message stating that the king’s medic Philip had been bribed by Darius and instead of medicine, would give the king poison.
 At this point in his career, Alexander had a stable enough rapport with is subjects that when he read this note, he immediately drank the liquid in question and then handed the letter to his doctor. This showed the trust and relationship he kept with Philip, and the confidence he had with his subjects. 


Despite the good relations Alexander had with his subjects at this point, his troops were tiring. He had marched them well into Asia Minor and past the Taurus Mountains, and according to Green they were becoming “sodden, exhausted and resentful.” Alexander, however, was able to rouse and motivate them with his “outrageous optimism.” 

Before the battle, Alexander made sacrifices to the local gods, for on the next morning he would go into battle. This is a genuine way to motivate the troops by paying respect in the customary fashion, which we can assume would have bolstered his troops’ morale. Alexander used the gods in many ways to motivate his troops. He was known to make sacrifices often, as seen here. Before leaving Myriandrus, Alexander sacrificed a four-horse chariot to Poseidon, possibly in hopes of avoiding confrontation with the Phoenician fleet of Darius.
 His deification at Siwah
 could have had positive and negative connotations to his men. On the one hand, they would have been honored and strengthened to have a god on their side, moreover to have a god leading them. On the other hand, the troops eventually became incensed at their king’s insistence on his deification, since Macedonian and Greek culture conflicted with the idea of living deities. Alexander made constant references and parallels to gods. One such parallel that came up often was to Achilles. An instance happened before the battle at Malli when Alexander, like Achilles is said to have done battle with a river. Another parallel to Achilles, according to an account by Anaximenes, which is much more evil occurred at the siege of Gaza. Alexander was angered by a wound he received from a man who pretended to fall in battle, so he bound the city’s commandant Baetis in the same style that Achilles bound Hector’s body in the Iliad, and tortured him to death this way.
. A different god-parallel that Alexander made was when he allied himself with Heracles, since the Macedonian royal family claimed descent from him.  Finally there was his parallel to Dionysus. Alexander wished to be included alongside the two gods the Arabs supposedly worshipped; Uranus and Dionysus; because Alexander thought that his achievements had outdone those of Dionysus.
 These alignments certainly mounted tensions between him and his troops, especially before the mutiny at Hyphasis that forced Alexander to turn back. “(The troops) regarded Alexander’s pretensions to divinity as ridiculous and blasphemous.”

A different religious incident that may be a good foreshadowing of Alexander’s change in interactions with his troops can be seen in the incident with the Gordian knot. In the legend, “an ancient oracle had foretold that anyone who contrived to loose this knot would become lord of all Asia…(and) for a long while Alexander struggled with this labyrinthine tangle, but to little effect.” Alexander then got frustrated and slashed the knot with his sword, exclaiming “What difference does it make how I loose it?”
 If we are looking at this instance as a foreshadowing metaphor for Alexander’s techniques in motivating his troops, we can see the parallel between his use of force and underhanded methods in loosening the knot, thereby fulfilling the oracle’s prophecy, and his increasingly sinister tactics in motivation. 

During the battle of Issus, Alexander again showed both military brilliance and bravery in battle. He positioned his troops and adapted them to Darius’s army in such a way that the right flank instantly crushed the Persian opposition, and the left flank soon followed. When the center started to falter, he was able to swing over and come to their aid. He soundly defeated the Persians, and turned their retreat into a “rout.”
 While in the midst of battle, Alexander made a headlong attack on Darius himself, forsaking his own safety to eliminate the head of his enemy. Bravery in battle was one of the most highly regarded and rewarded actions in the ancient world, and to see your commander showing more bravery than the soldiers would certainly be motivating. 

If Alexander’s mental capabilities and fighting ability did not motivate the soldiers to continue following him, the treasure that was gained from this battle certainly would have. Even though Darius had sent much of his entourage to Damascus before the battle, the Macedonian army captured “no less than 3,000 talents of gold.”
 The women of Darius’s baggage train were “severely manhandled” by the troops and the army was allowed to rest for a while. Although these soldiers were to see more action and strife in the eight years with Alexander than most would in their lives, it seems they also gained more booty than most soldiers ever would. 

When the battle was done, Alexander personally circulated around his camp to visit the wounded and give them strength. He asked his troops to tell him their stories personally, and he allowed them to embellish as much as they wished, which was good psychotherapy for the troops. This would help to build a strong relationship between the leader and his subjects. Alexander then honored the dead with a fabulous parade and ceremonial burial, and he decorated soldiers who had distinguished themselves in battle.
  Alexander again took over coin mints and began issuing more of his own currency, which in part prompts Green to say this battle “brought in welcome spoils, and had excellent propaganda value.”

Alexander employs a method after the battle that is clearly underhanded. Once Darius realized that he was not going to easily beat Alexander on the battlefield, he tried to settle the struggle by making a deal with his enemy. He agreed to concede the territories and cities in Asia west of the Halys River, as long as Alexander agreed to sign a treaty of friendship. Alexander then concealed this letter, for it would surely make Parmenio (and undoubtedly many others) urge him to accept the terms, while Alexander’s insatiable conquer-lust was still not satisfied. Alexander forged a second letter and presented it to his Companions, that made Darius sound more arrogant and ran in accord with Alexander’s plans— the Companions moved to reject Darius’s letter, even though they did not know what they were rejecting. 
 

Alexander replied to Darius’ correspondences (one of which offered Darius’s daughter in marriage) saying,

Come to me, then, as you would come to the lord of the continent of Asia…And in the future let any communication you wish to make with me be addressed to the King of all Asia. Do not write to me as to an equal. Everything you posses in now mine; so, if you should want anything, let me know in the proper terms, or I shall take steps to deal with you as a criminal.

Therefore it seems that Alexander purported Darius to be the arrogant and insulting communicator, when in fact he played that role himself. This is sinister because Alexander blatantly lied to his men in order to trick them into following him on his quest. If indeed the king had been like an equal, as Lock suggested, he would have relayed the letters as they were received. 


At the battle of Malli, Alexander again displayed a variety of tactics to motivate his troops and keep them loyal to him, and again we see him working in deceitful manners. As mentioned above, before the event he aligned himself with Achilles as having done battle with a river, when in fact he had barely escaped drowning in the Chenab.
 Again we need to keep in mind Nagle’s assertions (above) about the troops’ unhappiness with deification when analyzing how his troops were taking this constant reference to the gods by their leader. It could be possible to either add to their morale or add to their frustration. I agree with Nagle on his point that troops were becoming fed up with his attempts at self-deification. When they realized that they are about to undertake another dangerous siege, they threaten to mutiny. In response to this Alexander blatantly lied to them, saying that the Ocean was closer than they thought, and that the tribes ahead were “unwarlike.”
 This is more evidence that Alexander was undermining the importance of his troops’ opinions and was driving them according to his whims alone, and even keeping them from comprehending the situations they were in. 


Although Alexander was able to rally his troops and avoid a mutiny, his troops’ morale was “still perilously low.” When his troops found themselves in front of the Mallian gates, their confidence failed them and they refused to begin the siege. Infuriated, Alexander grabbed a scaling ladder and mounted the walls himself to “shame” his troops into following him. “Greek hoplites were motivated more by concern for the good opinion of their fellow hoplites and their hoplite general than by fear and punishment”— this must have been magnified in the presence of their king. Cowardice in the Macedonian army was worse than disobedience.
 On one hand this is a good motivational technique in that it shows their leader’s willingness to fight and to exhibit bravery, however on the other hand, the idea of shaming your inferiors into following you is a less than respectable method of motivation. This was typical of Alexander though. “Unlike Persian kings, he was not surrounded by bodyguards but led them. This may be interpreted as a mark of his courage or an instance of his rashness.”


Another element of motivation that Alexander was employing in his cavalier attack on Malli was a fear tactic. Jumping onto the perimeter walls by himself put Alexander in serious danger, and made him not just a prime target for archers, but it made him the only target for every archer inside the city. Curtius explains that Alexander took huge risks at Malli “in an attempt to regain his domination over the soldiery.”
 The risk he had run was great, and the consequences would have been disastrous for his army should he have been killed. Carney notes, “A King might compel his men to fight by removing any hope of safe return except victory.” 
 Had Alexander been cut down either by swords or archers, his men would have found themselves stranded in the middle of Asia Minor. Without Alexander’s name striking fear into all surrounding enemies, the troops would certainly have been met with merciless opposition on all sides, making a safe retreat back to Macedonia impossible. Demades and Leosthenes are variously attributed to having compared the army after Alexander’s death to the Cyclops after having lost its eye.
 If this was Alexander’s purpose, then it is another instance of Alexander using devious strategies to inspire his kinsmen. 

 
Alexander’s tactics, whether underhanded or not, were effective for the immediate purpose of inciting his troops to battle. Seeing their leader in such dangerous peril made them scramble up on the siege ladders so frantically that they snapped the ladders and could not mount the walls, except for three of his Companions. The troops frenetically battered the front gates until they had broken them down, but at that point Alexander had taken an arrow wound in the chest.
 Once in the battle his troops fought with “savage, almost hysterical cruelty” because they were frightened and desperate.
 Green and Tarn both agree that this was a uniquely dreadful event in Alexander’s campaigns, because once the troops breached the gates of Malli, there was merciless slaughter with wild abandon
. Inside of the gates at Malli, the troops massacred every man woman and child they came across. While it is a gruesome truth, this as well was a method that Alexander used to help motivate his troops. The permission to slaughter enemies, and even enemies’ families, was a way to satisfy soldiers’ bloodlust, despite its barbaric nature in our view.
 We have seen Alexander employ this same tactic earlier (September 335 
) when Thebes was razed to the ground early in his reign, and all its inhabitants murdered. 


After Alexander fell with an arrow wound in the chest, he was taken to have it extracted, which was a dangerous procedure. He fainted after the wound hemorrhaged and the rumor quickly circled that he was either dead or dying. His troops went frantic at this news, and Macedonians not on campaign with him acted the same. In Bactria three thousand Greek mercenaries revolted instantly.
 This revolt is a good representation of the negative effect Alexander’s actions were having on his subordinates at this point. I suggest that if he had been employing purely genuine tactics with his men and citizens all along, and had he not been raising tensions (with his constant Persianization, inclusion of Asiatic youths, deification, and marriage to Roxane
) he would not have been confronted with revolts when he came close to death. 


The first incentive to remain loyal to Alexander in connection with Opis happened before the mutiny when Alexander agreed to pay for the soldier’s debts. This however was taken by the troops as a trick to expose those who had been living too lavishly while on campaign. Alexander had to agree to make it an anonymous list, so that he would have no access to who had been most extravagant in their spending before the soldiers agreed to accept the offer. Alexander also took time to bestow gifts upon soldiers who had distinguished themselves in battle. The king was certainly thinking ahead to future motivations as well. “He promised his veterans at Opis to give them rewards enough to incite new Macedonian drafts to be ready to share the same dangers and exertions.”
 This is an altruistic act that Alexander extended, which the troops were right to finally accept. Perhaps the troops’ hesitancy helps color the state of their relationship at the time.


Alexander then wanted to clean up his ranks a bit by dismissing soldiers who were either wounded or were too old to be effective in the army anymore, which “was seen as rejection, and proof that he had lost touch with his men.”
 This, according to Carney is the reason that the troops revolted in 324 BCE, when she says, “permanent separation from the commander tended to generate break-down in discipline, partly of feelings of rejection.”
 According to Robinson and Hammond it was because Alexander wanted to incorporate 30,000 Asian boys in the dismissed soldiers’ place. At this news the Macedonians still in the homeland “went frantic thinking Alexander’s dismissal is a sign that Asia will be his permanent base.”
 Whatever the reason for the mutiny, the fact remains that the troops were dissatisfied in their leader and revolted against him. They had done this about 2 years earlier at the Hyphasis River, which made Alexander end his eight-year campaign and begin his return to Macedonia. This time, however, the king was more prepared for the mutiny and knew how to handle it. “The outcome of this confrontation was in many respect the opposite of the earlier trouble; this time the army entirely failed in its goals and the king succeeded.”


The first tactic Alexander used in order to reverse the tide of this mutiny and keep his troops under his influence was a sinister one. Alexander employed a fear tactic by selecting the 13 greatest instigators of the mutiny and sentenced them to immediate execution.
 Carney notes “Macedonians had the habit of speaking freely, even bluntly, to their king-commanders.”
 So Alexander should not have over-reacted to such a situation as he did. This immediate reliance on perfidious strategies towards his countrymen and subjects shows the disintegration in his esteem and regard for his troops, and it helps explain the situation between the king and those under him just before his death. 


“The threat of punishment by the king or at his order— fear in short— may have made Macedonians much more focused on obedience, especially in the reign of Alexander,”
 says Carney, however she goes on to say that “capital punishment is rarely mentioned by the sources.”
 We have seen Alexander use fear tactics against other people such as Thebes when he had his army raze it to the ground and against the Tyrians in his siege of the city. His murder of Parmenio and Philotas would have been a fear tactic against any other generals threatening his power but I assert that purging the upper-rank generals and capital punishment against his lower-rank troops are very different things, and violence against his own men is a new convention that displays a loss of honor in dealing with his inferiors. 


Directly after this event, while the army was caught in its stunned, dumbfounded silence, the king used a second tactic to sway his troops back to his side when he jumped onto the rostrum and delivered a speech to all his men.
 In this speech he “tried to wheedle, chastise, inspire or flatter his troops out of mutiny according to Curtius and Justin.”
 When the troops jeered that Alexander could go on fighting with “Father Ammon” at his side instead of an army, Alexander responded by beginning his speech with an affirmation of his Macedonian heritage by listing the accomplishments of his father Philip. Then he went on to assert his superiority by listing his own accomplishments juxtaposed to his father’s. This made him look even more successful and grand. “It seems more than likely that Alexander began his speech with a reference to his father’s achievements, if only to highlight his own even more significant accomplishments.”
 Alexander went on to remind his troops of their wealth and his poverty, and of his willingness to stand among them and fight with bravery. “There is no part of my body without a scar,” he said “except for my back.”
 After this he preached to the troops about the honors he bestows on fallen soldiers, with lavish burials (which could include funeral processions and games), and the remissions granted to the families of killed soldiers from monetary dues and service obligations. 

According to Justin, Alexander alternated between rebuking his men and telling them not to tarnish the glorious campaign with seditio, suggesting that the speech emphasized the success of the campaign and heaped guilt on the veterans for betraying Alexander.

Nagle goes on to point out that Alexander tries to turn the complaints back on the troops (a good example of his rhetorical intelligence) by saying the true situation was that the troops were deserting him, not the other way around.
 This, although manipulative, was a good tactic for motivation since he never lied to the troops outright (although it can be assumed he embellished certain things), but instead he tried to reason with them through rhetoric and language.


Again, before anyone could react to what had happened, Alexander stormed off of the rostrum to his quarters and shut himself off from all contact for three days. Despite his oratory skill, the army was still standing in opposition to the king. According to Carney, Alexander won by “seclusion and blackmail.”
 By blackmail, Carney is alluding to Alexander’s announcement that all Macedonians in the upper ranks and Companions unit would be replaced with Persians— perhaps a better way for Carney to have put it would be emotional blackmail. “Alexander was angry and abusive to the Macedonians, and he persisted in promoting the Persians, until the Macedonians were humbled and he wept with them over a reconciliation.”
 This is a sinister strategy, since he refused to take the wishes of his troops into consideration, and he refused to talk or reason with anybody. By shutting himself off from his Companions and troops, he basically avoided the issue and toyed with the thoughts and emotions of his men. Then his threats, whether valid or not, was a cheap way of influencing the army to concede to his wishes. 


The results of this event are hard to analyze because of Alexander’s untimely death. According to Arrian, “After this about 10,000 got their discharges at their own request…as Alexander had intended all along.”
 So in this regard he was tremendously successful. However, Carney states that the resolution at Opis hurt the relationship between Alexander and his men despite its immediate effectiveness.


Alexander’s ability to motivate his troops was impressive. Even though his tactics deteriorated over the course of his career from altruistic methods to sinister strategies, he was still effective and efficient in making his troops follow his bidding. “The mutinies at Hyphasis and at Opis are the only occasions during Alexander’s lifetime on which the Macedonian troops can clearly be seen asserting their collective will…the decision to turn about was forced upon Alexander by the spontaneous opposition of the troops.”
 These statements show the ruthless efficacy of Alexander’s motivational skills for the majority of his career, but it does not deal at all with the quality of his methods to motivate. 

I assert that Alexander would not have been able to motivate his troops at this point without using these sinister and underhanded techniques, which we have seen happening more and more frequently in his reign. In the beginning of his career, such as at Chaeronea, he could gain support and following through military strategy or skill, but he had raised the tensions so much at this point that he needed to employ more extreme methods. With his constant Persianization, such as the acquisition of Persian dress and proskynesis, the strain on the relationship between the monarch and his subjects had become so dire that simple, altruistic tactics were obsolete and would have crumbled under the pressure of the army’s amassed will. 

Looking to the mutiny at Opis is a prime example of this. Alexander tried a variety of means to get his troops back under his wing, but it was the sinister ones that became effective in the end. When he tried to pay the soldiers’ debts (altruistic effort), they received it warily and uneasily. When he selected the 13 biggest instigators for immediate execution (sinister act), he was completely successful in quieting the shouts and accusations from his men. When he tried to convince them through rhetoric in his speech (altruistically), he was unable to convince the troops back to his side, and finally when he shut himself off in his quarters and threatened to replace all Macedonians in the Companion class with Persians (also sinister) he broke the opposition’s mental state, making them come rushing and crying to apologize. This clearly illustrates the ineffectiveness of his altruistic methods regarding motivation in the later stages of Alexander’s life, and the necessity of using sinister methods. Carney says that at this time, Alexander “clearly had no support among the officer corps for continued campaigning,” and we can easily make the assumption that the lower-ranked soldiers felt the same.
 The purpose of this paper is not to pass judgment on these tactics, but to show the degradation over time, and now to assert my opinion that this was not merely natural change in Alexander’s demeanor, but a necessity and series of planned contrivances on the part of the king. Perhaps if he had been more sensitive to the feelings of his troops and not insisted on constant campaigning and Persianization he would have retained the affection of his troops and not had to resort to these degraded methods. 

The mutiny at Hyphasis seems to have been nothing more than a refusal of the soldiers to follow a general who was making extreme physical demands upon them for inadequate returns. The mutiny at Opis is more plausibly interpreted as a symptom of the estrangement which had developed between Alexander and his men.

The fact remains that Alexander had set up a situation where he had no other choice if he wanted to retain control over his men, and therefore he had to resort to methods of motivation that were more evil and dishonest than he had used early on, and these methods led to problems in the relationship that I am certain would have ended with serious repercussions had Alexander lived long enough to experience them, in fact, by the time Alexander had died, Carney states that he had already “let himself be defeated by his own army,” and goes further to suggest that “if he had to confront Macedonian enemies, he cannot have counted on the discipline of his troops.” Despite the necessity of Alexander’s acquisition of sinister motivational techniques, they would have been detrimental in the long run, because they “poisoned the relationship between the king/commander and his troops— a relationship at the heart of Macedonian military discipline— and thus threatened to compromise future control of the army.” 

Nils Marthinsen
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