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Introduction

Alexander the Great's contributions span many disciplines. Arguably the greatest military strategist, tactician and ruler of all time, Alexander has inspired military, political and business leaders throughout history.

In the ancient world, his achievements influenced the actions of powerful Roman leaders, including Julius Caesar, Mark Antony and the first Roman emperor, Augustus Caesar, as well as Rome's nemesis, Hannibal of Carthage, and faraway India's Chandra Gupta Maurya and his wily prime minister, Chanakya.

In 16th-century Italy, Niccolo Macchiavelli, famed for his classic book on power, The Prince, interpreted and reinterpreted Alexander's military campaigns and systems of rule. Alexander was also the model for generals in the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries, such as Frederick the Great, Napoleon, Nelson, the Duke of Wellington and Winston Churchill's forbear, the Duke of Marlborough. 

The great American generals, George Washington (who after his retirement tried unsuccessfully to procure a bust of Alexander to adorn his Mount Vernon residence), Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S. Grant attributed their military successes to Alexander's strategies and tactics.

Today, Ted Turner, founder of CNN, is reported to be an admirer of Alexander the Great, and General Norman Schwarzkopf is said to have been inspired by his actions.

A Young but Wise Leader

Alexander came to power at a pivotal moment in Macedonian history. His father, Philip II, had just been assassinated, the Greek city states that Philip had conquered were on the verge of rebelling, and the mighty Persian empire was poised to attack Greece and Macedonia. After prevailing in a succession battle at the tender age of 20, Alexander became king of Macedonia and Greece.

He completely altered the face of battle. Until then, warfare had been all about full-frontal assaults, one side hurling itself against the other until the larger army prevailed. Alexander was the first general to demonstrate that a smaller force could repeatedly overwhelm a larger one with smart strategy and tactics. 

He showed how to win in battle by attacking the most decisive position in the enemy's front or flank. Even more important, perhaps, he revealed that the most decisive point isn't necessarily the weakest, as had always been assumed. He also knew how to gather intelligence effectively, not by torturing or paying off locals, as leaders of the Persian empire did, but by triangulating and synthesizing the insights offered by experts in a variety of fields.

A Sensitive Leader

One reason Alexander was so exceptional was that his father had brought Aristotle to Macedonia to tutor him when he was just a teenager. Under Aristotle's guidance, Alexander learned to be sensitive to people and cultures in a way that no ruler before him and few rulers after him did. For example, to avoid offending the Greeks, he never called himself king of Macedonia and Greece (which he was) but simply King Alexander. That quality stood him in good stead - none of his occupied lands ever rebelled.

Alexander had an enviable ability to motivate his troops to take on the greatest challenges against the toughest odds, such as crossing the snow-covered Hindu Kush in Afghanistan and Uxian Mountains in Iran in late winter and early spring, or marching across the Sahara and Arabian deserts on foot or horseback, or fighting armies four times the size of his. He always led from the front, never demanding of his troops anything he was unwilling to do himself. He was the first to charge into battle, always in the thick of the fight and ready to come to the rescue of a fellow soldier, no matter what his rank. 

Aristotle's Influence

Alexander was 13 when Philip decided his son needed a much higher quality of education, plucking Aristotle out of relative obscurity to teach Alexander and building a palatial school for him in the hilly resort of Mieza.

Of the various Athenian "schoolteachers," it was Aristotle who had the most interest in - and a deep understanding of - a multitude of disciplines. Mieza was where Alexander's mind was trained to look for facts and patterns, and to look for them in a variety of places and people so as to formulate solutions. 

One of Alexander's key skills as a general was his ability to seek facts about a certain region from a diverse set of sources - say, from the meteorologist, agriculturalist, botanist, zoologist, civil engineer, hydrologist, historian and even the odd sophist in his entourage - and then synthesize the facts to arrive at a point of view about the best time to invade the region, how many troops could be sustained in the region, and how the region might facilitate the next stage of his conquest.

He could weigh the experts' information against his own knowledge, and he also understood that no amount of sophisticated analysis would ever substitute for the local knowledge held by someone intimately connected to the region he was trying to invade, or a problem he was trying to solve. He could overturn the advice of his experts about the best way to take his army over a mountain, for example, in favor of directions from a local shepherd boy who knew all the mountain's nooks and crannies.

Aristotle's teaching methods were precisely the same as those used today to instruct professionals in medicine, business, law and the military arts, among other subjects. 

Socrates had been the first Athenian schoolteacher to engage his students through the use of dialogue. But there was nothing disciplined or rigorous about the Socratic method. Aristotle took Socrates' method and applied it in a formal teaching context. He brought discipline to the content of what was being discussed, and combined it with the Socratic approach and method of discussion. It was common to see Aristotle come around a corner leading a group of students deep in intellectual discussion, in what came to be called the peripatetic style of learning.

The influence continues today. In 1870, in what's considered a revolution in the teaching of law, Aristotle's model became the foundation for the pedagogy of law when the "elenctic" - or dialogue-oriented - method of teaching was introduced at the Harvard Law School. This approach uses summaries of real legal cases to explain both the theoretical and practical underpinnings of law, with someone in the class being called upon to run down the facts, present an analysis, then offer a course of action to be discussed with classmates. In 1924, the Harvard Business School adopted the same approach when it introduced the dialogue-oriented case method to help students think like chief executives.

Building Character

Aristotle framed every problem in such a way that its moral implications were very clear to Alexander. He did not, however, seek or force moral absolutes. He believed there were no moral absolutes - practical decision-making could never offer the same certainty and conclusiveness as mathematics. 

He also held that adherence to moral virtues depended on the situation in which those virtues were being exercised - that it was impractical to demand the same level of adherence in every situation. He therefore encouraged people to seek "the mean" - a position somewhere in between. In matters of bravery, for example, the mean, according to Aristotle, lay somewhere between the extremes of fear or cowardice and reckless confidence. In matters of victory, it lay between magnanimity and ruthlessness.

To find the mean, he forced his students to go through multiple rounds of self-inquiry. "Moral virtue comes about as a result of practice," he wrote. Just as a builder gets better by building and a lyre player improves by playing, "so too we become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts." Certainly that applied to Alexander, with his decision-making abilities improving over time. The more decisions he made, the better decisions he made.

The Dawn of Strategy

Alexander was to frame five important advances in strategy that remain with us today. They began even when he was still a youngster, going to battle alongside Philip, his father, and continued during his own rule.



1. The End of the Full-Frontal Assault. Alexander demonstrated time and time again how a smaller army could defeat a larger competitor. Influenced by a book by Xenophon on specialization of labor, Alexander and Philip divided their cavalry into discrete units with different tasks that helped them overcome superior forces. 

Invited to intervene in the second Sacred War, they marched the Macedonian army south toward central Greece, but instead of attacking the Locrians at Amphissa, they turned east and occupied Elatea. The town was strategic because it was there that people from the three most powerful Greek states - Athens, Thebes and Sparta - had to pass to enter northern Greece. By capturing Elatea, the Macedonians controlled passage to the north. That type of opportunistic capture of a town to prepare the ground for a broader objective - the defeat of the powerful Greek city states - was revolutionary.

2. The Application of Strategy, not Tactics Alone. After capturing Elatea, they sat tight for almost a year, planning, preparing and testing their next set of moves, but not attacking, since they knew this would stretch their communication and supply lines and force their troops to travel a long distance to meet the enemy. This demonstrated that in war, as in business and politics, the essence of strategy can be about choosing what not to do.

3. Selecting Where to Battle. The Greek city states readied themselves for battle, choosing Chaeronea. That couldn't have suited Philip and Alexander's purposes better, since the plains were large flat surfaces, which meant that the Macedonian cavalry and phalanxes could both operate at optimum speed and maneuverability. 

Chaeronea was one of the first examples of armies making a strategic decision about where they wanted to fight the enemy in battle. The "where-to-compete" decision has become a core strategic issue for business, military and political organizations today. The Allied forces' D-Day invasion of Normandy exemplified the where-to-compete decision. A business example was offered by Honda when it invaded the United States, first with its mopeds, then motorcycles and then cars, at each stage choosing where to compete against entrenched, powerful competitors such as Harley-Davidson and the U.S. auto manufacturers.

4. When to Enter and When to Exit. The Macedonians confused the enemy, trying to make alliances with Thebes and Athens against each other, and trying to neutralize other potential allies. They knew the importance of when to play offensively and when to play defensively. Indeed, they paid particular attention to securing an exit route from Chaeronea, should a retreat be required. Interestingly, multinational corporations expanding globally have detailed plans and prepare for months, if not years, for the when-to-enter decision, but few have any plans for a when-to-exit decision, leaving that as the soft underbelly of their strategies.

5. The How to Battle or Compete Decision. Every move of the Macedonians prior to war - from positioning to timing to feints and deceptions - was targeted at delivering maximum damage to the enemy at the least possible cost to themselves.

Conclusion

Alexander was to apply those techniques over the years as he spread his reach further and further, conquering new lands. He mapped a strategy for globalization and systematically expanded his rule, avoiding wars of attrition since he was aware that the longer a war lasted, the less value the geography had for him. He harshly penalized those who refused to accept his rule but otherwise encouraged pluralism, allowing the cultures and social mores of the nations he conquered to flourish alongside the Greek ones.

- End -
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