Do our sources allow us to understand whether Alexander the Great had any coherent strategies and objectives in mind while campaigning in Bactria and India?
Alexander the Great’s campaigns across Bactria and the continuation to India and potentially beyond, remain to this day an interesting topic for historians to debate the reasons why he chose to go there. The objectives he had in mind whilst campaigning may have influenced the strategies he put in place in order to achieve these objectives. With an examination of the main primary sources discussing Alexander’s conquests, we are able to identify several potential aims which influenced Alexander’s choice to campaign as far as India. This essay will discuss aims such as the fulfilment of his father’s last ambition of revenge on the Persians and the liberation of the Greeks, obtaining the wealth of the Persians, his divinity and destiny, and his own ambition and thirst to conquer the world, and how these aims had an effect on the coherency of Alexander’s strategies. From a thorough examination of modern scholarship on the primary sources, I argue that the more lands he conquered, the more his strategies become overlooked with ambition, thus his strategies became less coherent, particularly after the victory in the Battle of Hydaspes in 326 BC.
The historian Tarn says ‘India had been part of the empire of Darius I and Alexander’s invasion was only the necessary and inevitable completion of his conquest of that empire. It had nothing to do with any scheme of world conquest’.
 From an observation of the primary sources, it is evident that Alexander set out to Bactria and India in order to fulfil his father’s last ambition of revenge on the Persians and to liberate the Greeks under Persian rule.
 
 Therefore, this puts Tarn’s view point in to perspective. Worthington agrees that this was the real reason for his campaigns or at very least, his initial reason for campaigning in Bactria and India.
 Furthermore, as Bactria was the farthest point of the Persian Empire, it made sense for him to go as far as that, thus conquering the entirety of the Persians.
 This relates to Arrian’s passage which explains that ‘Alexander was determined not to end his campaign until all enemies had been eliminated’.
 Therefore, it was only sensible that Alexander aimed a little further in order to legitimise his rule and destroy any remaining rivals. However, as Alexander carried on beyond his father’s wishes on to India and then planned on an invasion of Arabia instead of returning home,
 Worthington questions whether Alexander had these plans in mind when he became king, or whether further plans of world conquest developed later on after each military success.
  
There are potentially other factors that may have influenced Alexander’s decision to continue the conquest. It is suggested by Arrian, Plutarch and Quintus that he perhaps set to conquer Persia and beyond as his empire was in need of money due to the debts carried over after his father’s death.
 
 
 If we read between the lines in the ancient sources, it seems apparent that Alexander had his mind set on conquering all of Asia for the purpose of funding his campaigns and paying off debts.
 Plutarch notes how Alexander inquired about the military strength of the Persians, the lengths of roads and journeys, and about the best way to make a journey inland.
 Justin also writes that Alexander was captivated by the wealth and grandeur of the Persians.
 From certain passages such as these, it is clear how one could come to the assumption that Alexander wanted Asia’s wealth for himself.
 Justin does in fact state this very assumption himself- the Persian capital of Persepolis had obtained many spoils from battles worldwide. Alexander wished to seize them and reward his men.
 Therefore, his strategy was to have control of Asia because of its wealth, thereby funding his own army and paying off any debts.
Arrian however, has a very different take on Alexander’s aims of campaigning, one which contradicts Tarn’s statement. He states that ‘Alexander would not have been able to remain satisfied with his conquests. He would always have been […] attempting to rival himself if not anybody else.’
 From Arrian’s perspective, Alexander is presented as a man with an ambitious personality, determined to see the unknown.
 Worthington criticises Arrian, suggesting he only wanted to portray Alexander as a man driven by curiosity and that was his true motive in his campaigns, but we cannot be sure that Alexander himself held this view,
 therefore Arrian’s account of him is somewhat biased and lacks reliability in Alexander’s motivations. Contrary to this, Bengtson agrees with Arrian’s opinions on Alexander’s ambitious motivation. He argues that the expedition to India was not based on military grounds, but instead it was ‘the urge for remote regions and infinite expanses which gave him direction at a decisive moment in his life’.
 In addition to this, not only could it be pure ambition, but also to unify the world and have an empire from coast to coast. This idea is highlighted by Plutarch who states that Alexander aimed to be the ‘reconciler of the world’.
 Worthington also criticises Plutarch’s account stating that it was unlikely that alexander had this objective in his mind as clearly as Plutarch makes out.
 Therefore, it is easy to see how these ancient writers could be manipulating the truth.
In accordance with the potential motives discussed so far, it remained the assumption that Alexander would stop campaigning after the defeat of Darius I in 330 BC,
 however we know he continues onwards to India, therefore, what does this tell us about Alexander’s aims?
 Perhaps there was another influence involved.
One other factor which may have influenced Alexander’s decision to campaign in India was his visit to the Oracle of Ammon in 331 BC. Since this was before his conquest of the Persians, it suggests that he had India on his mind even before he had completed his main objective of defeating the Persians. Alexander’s visit to the oracle confirmed him as the son of Zeus and that he was destined to rule over all of mankind.
 Could this then have been a turning point in his aims? Plutarch notes Alexander wished to now outdo his divine ancestors, Heracles and Dionysus, going farther than they ever managed.
 Furthermore, the untying of the Gordian Knot pushed his ambitions further as ‘the man who untied the knot, they said, was destined to become king of the world.’
 The fact that Alexander was able to untie the Gordian Knot in 333 BC, meant he was now destined to rule Asia and promised victory in all his wars and possession of the entire world.
 This promise potentially acted as a placebo effect, and his uninterrupted successes only enhanced his belief that he was meant to achieve what ordinary mortals could not.
 Tarn disagrees with this new motive, saying he would not have attempted to copy a divine being as this Hybris was not a favourable trait among the Greeks.
 However this is completely contradictory to the evidence provided in Plutarch’s account as it is said that Alexander asked for forgiveness for imitating Heracles and following in the footsteps of the forefather of his line, Dionysus,
 therefore Alexander must have been influenced by his divine heritage.
Austin suggests that the visit to the Oracle of Ammon had no strategic significance to it, it was more of a spur of the moment journey and a detour of the main expedition, and he questions whether Alexander would have carried on towards India had the oracle not revealed his destiny and divine inheritance.
 It is difficult to determine from the ancient sources whether Alexander had any coherent strategies in pursuing India, or if it was mainly ambition and divine curiosity. However, Romm argues that it was a mixture of factors influencing his campaign to India, but ‘Alexander’s trek towards the eastern edge of the world is for the most part a quest for divinity.’
 

One of the major points of discussion involving the coherency of his strategies is the Battle of the Hydaspes River against Porus.
 Alexander crosses the Paropamisadae/Hindu Kush and summons local kings to bring him elephants to go to India.
 He needs these in order to defeat nearby rivals, but he is attempting to make peace with rivals rather than battling them. King Porus however, refuses to accept Alexander as lord, and is not threatened by Alexander as he has his own huge army with elephants.
 Alexander therefore has to change tactics and comes up with a coherent strategy of how to cross the river and defeat Porus. 
He sends patrols upstream constantly as if he is about to cross the river. This makes the enemy constantly follow upstream with elephants, thus wearing them out. In addition, he has lots of noise in his camp at night to make them alert and keeps supplies in view of the enemy as though he will remain for longer. Essentially these strategies allow Alexander to take Porus’ army by surprise. We are not able to say that Alexander’s army was not capable of taking on strong armies like the Persians or Porus’ as Alexander’s army was of great military strength itself.
 Plutarch records Alexander’s infantry as 30,000 in the lowest accounts and 43,000 in the highest accounts.
 In addition, Philip conquered Greece because of his new development in army formation and fighting style which had lightly armoured infantrymen who were armed with pikes which was known as the phalanx. This was the same trained army that Alexander took with him on his campaign to India, hence why Alexander was so strategically successful.
 

Although Alexander’s strategies proved successful in defeating Porus’ army, this particular battle is regarded as Alexander’s most costly battle by several historians. With such a huge destruction to his army, it is therefore questioned whether Alexander was now pushing his luck and his ambitious objectives with overpowering 

the coherency of his strategies.

This ambition is seen in the mutiny after Alexander wishes to continue after the exhausting battle against Porus. After defeating Porus, he carries on intending to attack the kingdom of Magadha in order to reach the world’s end. The kingdom which has a huge army of 200,000 men with an addition of elephants unnerves his army.
 The army’s morale has already been lowered by the rain which has rotted their clothes, and the huge army ahead is a daunting task.
 With this, his army mutinies, refusing to go any further.
 

Alexander tries tactics to persuade his troops to continue with him saying they could go home if they wanted, but they would return without the king, leaving him with the enemies, therefore attempting to make them feel guilty.
 Furthermore, he tries to persuade them with the notion of winning glory in the eyes of the Greeks,
 but his army, with Alexander’s initial motive for his campaign in their minds, refused to go any further because they had reached Darius’ boundary, the end of the Persian empire. Therefore, Alexander gives in.
 

However, there is a lot of debate as to whether Alexander actually intended on going any further at this point. This is because of the different interpretations of the sacrifice at Hydaspes to Helios. Some historians such as Lane Fox believe it was a votive to carry on eastwards, however others such as Worthington regard it as a thank offering, marking the end and completion of his objectives and campaigning. This confusion potentially derives from Diodorus who says it was a thank offering, 
 and Arrian who says it was a votive.
 In addition, Worthington believes that is was never his intention to travel beyond the territory that was known to him, he simply aimed at conquering the known world, not what was potentially beyond it.
 However, Romm disagrees with this statement suggesting that he did in fact wish to continue as later works discuss this unexplored world and that Alexander had the power within him to conquer it, but he was held back by mankind.
 
Moreover, Heckel believes ‘his striving is presented as motivated by his pothos, although many of his actions were carefully calculated for political gain’.
 From his conquering of Asia, Alexander had now made Bactria a place that worshipped Greek gods.
 Greek institutions were established throughout Asia, thus the people there no longer lived wild and savage.
 Furthermore, those under Alexander’s conquest were more fortunate, as those who escaped still lived an uncivilised life, therefore ‘Alexander’s victims would not have been civilised if they had not been defeated’.
 This links in with Plutarch’s aforementioned belief that Alexander aimed at unifying the world under one leadership, thus making his conquest an act of kindness to rescue the victims from the uncivilised Persians, which furthermore links the unity of mankind to his initial aim of destroying the Persians, an aim that his own father wanted to achieve.
It can be said then that our primary sources provide us with a variety of explanations as to why Alexander campaigned in Bactria and India. The factors of ambition and destiny seem to have been the ultimate objectives from which his strategies derived and in some instances the ancient sources tend to focus on these factors in great detail, as this is perhaps what makes Alexander the Great such an entertaining hero, and focus less on political and strategical motivations as they appeared tedious for their readers, so were often overshadowed by the more entertaining ambitions. The majority of evidence however, points towards the need to unify mankind and the initial aim of defeating the Persians and this is the evidence which argues that Alexander had very coherent strategies and objectives which allowed him to achieve this unification as well as the additional motivations of achieving his destiny and outdoing his divine ancestors.
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