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A Double-Edged Sword: Alexander the Great and the Dangers of Absolute Rule
The concept of the "rule of one", where all the power lies with one single ruler, has been a constant trend that philosophers and historians have observed throughout time (National Geographic). Philosophers have evaluated the pros and cons of this system. One notable “rule of one” example is Alexander the Great, who made a lasting impact even thousands of years after his death. Alexander the Great is regarded as one of the greatest warriors and military leader of all time (Military History). In the ancient text of the Life of Alexander, Plutarch presented a new perspective on absolute power through Alexander the Great’s biography. In the biography, Plutarch described Alexander's rise to power, his reign and his eventual downfall. In his writings, Plutarch examined the contradiction between Alexander's aspirational goal of a global empire, and his dictatorial practices that appeared later in his reign. This essay will analyze Plutarch's portrayal of Alexander the Great as a “rule of one,” his leadership style and his eventual downfall to a tyrannical ruler. Plutarch's Life of Alexander not only provided details about one of the most famous leaders in history but also warns future historians on the dangers of absolute power (Plutarch, Lives, 309). Although Alexander the Great's early military victories resulted in increased popularity, his later actions exposed the dangers and instability of not having checks and balances in an autocratic system (Plutarch, Lives, 309). Ultimately, Plutarch used Alexander the Great’s rise and fall to explore the dangers of a tyrannical leader and absolute rule.   
[bookmark: _Int_XPiBdE4X]Written throughout the first and second centuries, Plutarch’s Lives (or Parallel Lives), was one of the most influential ancient biographies. The text narrated important historical figures from both Greece and Rome. Plutarch not only gave detailed accounts of their lives but also determined whether or not they had virtue or vice. In many of the lives in the ancient text, Plutarch dives into human nature's complexities, and how a ruler's personal virtues or vices directly determines their rise or collapse (Plutarch, Lives, 271). The book's main goal is to reflect on their morality and leadership. Through this method, Plutarch helps the reader understand the character's desires, decision-making, and morality. When writing about Alexander the Great, Plutarch does not provide a full historical biography of his life. Instead, Plutarch focuses on key events in Alexander’s life: his upbringing and education with Aristotle, his many military victories, his interactions with those close to him, and his eventual downfall into tyranny (Life of Alexander, trans. Scott-Kilvert). Plutarch did not merely recount historical events in Alexander the Great’s life but instead explored Alexander’s virtues and flaws. In the case of Alexander the Great, Plutarch noted his impressive leadership skills, especially during the battle of Granicus. As Plutarch described during the battle, “Then Aristander the diviner, who was wearing a white robe and a crown of gold, rode along the ranks and pointed out to the men an eagle which hovered for a while over Alexander's head and then flew straight towards the enemy. The sight acted as an immediate inspiration to the watching troops, and with shouts of encouragement to one another the cavalry charged at full speed” (Plutarch, Lives, 290). As a child, Alexander was strong-willed and stubborn. His father, King Philip II of Macedon, recognized this as potential to be a successful leader (Plutarch, Lives, 258). According to Plutarch, Alexander impressed those around him and his bravery foreshadowed his rise as a great leader (Plutarch, Lives, 241). To give him the best education, King Phillip sent Alexander to Aristotle, one of the greatest philosophers of all time (Plutarch, Lives, 258). Through Aristotle’s teachings, Alexander's sharpened his mind and broadened his world outlook. Aristotle not only taught him about philosophy but also about leadership and governance. Plutarch states that Alexander was deeply influenced by Aristotle's teaching, especially on ethics, the natural world, and the idea of a unified empire. As Plutarch writes, “It was Aristotle, I believe, who did more than anyone to implant in Alexander his interest in the art of healing as well as that of philosophy. He was not merely attracted to the theory of medicine but was in the habit of tending to his friends when they were sick and prescribing for them various courses of treatment or diet, as we learn from his letters. He was also devoted by nature to all kinds of learning and was a lover of books. He regarded the Iliad as a handbook of the art of war and took with him on his campaigns a text annotated by Aristotle, which became known as 'the casket copy', and which he always kept under his pillow together with his dagger” (Plutarch, Lives, 259). These teachings influenced Alexander later in his life when he wanted to unite many cultures under his rule (Plutarch, Lives, 242). The important combination of natural leadership skills along with an excellent education by an outstanding philosopher laid a foundation for Alexander to become a strong leader. 
Alexander applied Aristotle’s lessons to his military career, which began when he was a young man. This was evident in his victorious battle of Chaeronea (Plutarch, Lives, 260). At the time, Alexander was only eighteen and inspired the troops with his own courage and bravery on the battlefield. Plutarch writes that Alexander "is said to have been the first to break the line of the Theban Sacred Band" (Plutarch, Lives, 260). This, coupled with his extensive knowledge helped the Macedonian army defeat the Greek city states. Plutarch lists these early achievements as a direct result of Alexander’s upbringing and education (Plutarch, Lives, 259). Alexander's strategic brilliance and bravery on the battlefield was well demonstrated over several battles. In his writings, Plutarch emphasizes Alexander's continuous ability to inspire his troops on the battlefield. This was shown by his personal bravery by putting himself in dangerous situations on the battlefield alongside his troops (Plutarch, Lives, 248). This is a deep contrast to many leaders who demand orders safely, far from the dangers of battle. Instead, Alexander fought on the front lines alongside his men. This was especially apparent in the battle of Granicus. In this battle, Alexander put his life at risk by being the first one to cross the stream to engage the enemy. It is noted that, "he immediately plunged into the stream with thirteen squaldrons of cavalry" (Plutarch, Lives, 268). “Many of them charged against Alexander himself, for he was easily recognizable by his shield and by the tall white plume which was fixed upon either side of his helmet" (Plutarch, Lives, 268). Alexander not only showed his courage and bravery during this battle, along with many others, but he also inspired his army to fight harder for their brave leader. This action was not only courageous but also symbolic as the Macedonian soldiers rushed into battle alongside their brave leader without hesitation. Even if they were faced with adversity, they would not second guess themselves thanks to Alexander’s inspiration (Plutarch, Lives, 248). Alexander’s bravery on the battlefield was not the only way that he inspired his army. Alexander also showed humility and camaraderie by eating the same food as his men sleeping in the same tents and interacting with common soldiers. By showing concern and relating to his men, the soldiers saw Alexander as both a fearless commander and someone they could connect also with and rely on (Plutarch, Lives, 245).  
[bookmark: _Int_3yaZ2aMl]In addition to Alexander’s bravery and humility during wartimes, Alexander successfully leveraged symbols and divinity to affirm his power. For example, Plutarch noted, is when Alexander visited the Oracle of Delphi. There, the high priestess proclaimed that Alexander would conquer the world and that he was invincible (Plutarch, Lives, 266). After hearing this prophecy from the high priestess, Alexander "declared that he wanted no other prophecy, but had obtained from her the oracle he was seeking" (Plutarch, Lives, 266). As a result, Alexander believed that he was divinely favored, and this furthered inspiration and loyalty from his soldiers. The army felt as if they were part of a divine mission. Alexander understood that symbols and meanings helped him maintain control and authority. Plutarch explained how later in his reign, Alexander adopted symbols of divine kingship such as the Persian royal diadem and the tradition of being called "the son of Zeus" (Plutarch, Lives, 245). This created a mystical aura around Alexander, portraying him not only as a king, but a man on a divine mission, whose power was extended beyond this world. In Plutarch's writing, one of the main drivers of Alexander's success, and later his downfall, was his constant need for glory and victory. In spite of his vehement and impulsive nature, he showed little interest in the pleasures of the senses and indulged in them only in great moderation, but his passionate desire for fame implanted in him a pride and a grandeur of vision which went far beyond his years (Plutarch, Lives, 255). This constant ambition rewards those who seek fame and glory but also may result in paranoia and tyrannical tendencies. As Plutarch exclaims, “Alexander had become so much obsessed by his fears of the supernatural and so overwrought and apprehensive in his own mind, that he interpreted every strange or unusual occurrence, no matter how trivial, as a prodigy or a portent" (Plutarch, Lives, 331). Ultimately, Alexander was so successful early on during his reign because of his combined personal charisma, military brilliance, and ability to inspire and maintain control of a big and diverse empire. While his tactics militarily were certainly a factor in determining his victories, his leadership off the battlefield and interactions with his men allowed him to lead effectively. Plutarch's account of Alexander proves that he was different than many other leaders who relied solely on fear and intimidation tactics to demand loyalty among its military. The Macedonian army did not follow him just because they had to, but because they believed in their king, including his bravery and his vision (Plutarch, Lives, 298).   
Despite Alexander support from his men and popularity, he started to display the characteristics of a tyrannical leader during the later years of his reign. Plutarch writes that the earlier, virtuous, brave charismatic leader that Alexander was once revered, became erratic and dictatorial (Plutarch, Lives, 166). Plutarch highlighted that the shift in character was perpetuated by a system that lacked checks and balances (Plutarch, Lives, 166). According to Plutarch, a system without checks and balances impacts leaders, even those with good intentions, and slowly transforms them into cruel leaders that they never wanted to become (Plutarch, Lives, 166). Plutarch describes that Alexander's mentality shifted from a leader on a divine mission to arrogance and contempt (Plutarch, Lives, 331). As the soldiers noticed Alexander’s dictatorial tendencies, they started to estrange themselves from him. Alexander eventually demanded unquestioning loyalty from those around him and adopted the Persian custom of prostrating before the King. This meant all his subjects were expected to bow before him to show complete obedience and loyalty (Plutarch, Lives, 257). Alexander also started wearing Persian clothes and taking Persian wives for his own (Plutarch, Lives, 288). This culture shift alienated him from his Macedonian soldiers as they perceived this as a betrayal of their Greek heritage (Plutarch, Lives, 308). As Plutarch notes, this behavior estranged him from his troops because Alexander forgot his culture and distanced himself from the men who fiercely supported him from the beginning (Plutarch, Lives, 308).  
To maintain control of his power, Alexander started to use fear. Plutarch states that using fear tactics cost Alexander relationships with some of his closest friends and trusted generals (Plutarch, Lives, 309). For example, Plutarch highlighted the execution of Philotas to prove this. Philotas was a general in Alexander's army and the son of Alexander's trusted friend, Parmenio. Alexander suspected that Philotas was plotting an assassination against him (Plutarch, Lives, 307). Despite any hard evidence to accommodate these accusations, Alexander had Philotas and, later his son, Parmenio executed. Alexander did not risk his power and did not trust many people around him (Plutarch, Lives, 331). While executing potential political usurpers might have deterred anyone from attempting to overthrow Alexander initially, those around him saw Alexander’s paranoia and slowly isolated themselves from him (Plutarch, Lives, 269). 
Eventually, Alexander’s soldiers began to mistrust him. Early on in his rule, Alexander was charismatic and easily inspired by his military. However, as time went on, Plutarch writes that Alexander's autocratic rule annoyed his troops. This was noticeable in the drawn-out Indian campaign. (Plutarch, Lives, 278). After many years of unconditional loyalty, some of his troops began a mutiny against Alexander at the Hyphasis River. The once inspired men of the Macedonian army were worn down after years of campaigning and became homesick and burned out. Plutarch writes that Alexander was initially shocked but not surprised because earlier on, “Alexander was by now becoming anxious that the Macedonians might refuse to follow him any further in his campaigns" (Plutarch, Lives, 303). Later, he tried inspiring them by reminding them of their past victories and proclaimed that they would be immortal in history and stopping the campaign now would be an insult to what they had accomplished thus car (Plutarch, Lives, 278). Unfortunately for Alexander, the troops did not relent, and the Macedonian army retreated to the Persian Gulf. This rebellion showed a breakdown in trust between Alexander and his once loyal army. This event highlights that when power is abused, it breaks down trust even among the most loyal of companions. Over time, Alexander’s shifted to who he spent time with. Previously, Alexander surrounded himself with sober-minded generals who gave practical advice. Later in his rule, he placed those people with those who constantly praised him and gave dishonest counsel. Plutarch states that as a result, “the palace was filled with soothsayers, sacrificers, purifiers, and prognosticators" (Plutarch, Lives, 331). Plutarch pointed out that while Aristotle’s wise teachings previously influenced how he thought a person should lead, he over time lost sight of Aristotle’s teachings. Instead of remembering the wisdom of Aristotle, he replaced those around him who constantly praised him (Plutarch, Lives, 331). Because of Alexander's paranoia of losing his power, he trusted fewer people and started to show signs of being a tyrant. This was direct contrast to his previous virtuous leadership in his early reign. This shift of virtuous leadership to paranoiac tyrannical tendencies in his later reign highlights the dangers of unchecked power and the instability a single ruler creates.
Alexander’s empire collapsed soon after his death, highlighting the risks when a system is built around the “rule of one” (Plutarch, Lives, 333). Plutarch notes that while the empire was unified during the life of Alexander, after his death the unity of his empire crumbled. Since there was no clear successor or heir to the Macedonian throne, the empire was cut up and divided among the top generals of his army. (Plutarch, Lives, 333). The uncertainty and instability after Alexander’s death demonstrated how unstable an empire or political system is when it is centered around one single person. Despite his brilliant leadership and military victories, his failure to address the structure of his kingdom led to the collapse of his empire following his death. Plutarch reflected on the chaos after his death. Specifically, he notes that the division following his death is an important lesson to the reader about the dangers of absolute power (Plutarch, Lives, 309). Although singular rulings can achieve remarkable things in the short term, it does not provide long term stable for a society. Plutarch’s writing demonstrates that unchecked power, no matter how impressive the one ruler may be, often leads to an uncontrollable empire following the death of the leader (Plutarch, Lives, 309).  
[bookmark: _Int_3LakPJwU]To conclude, Plutarch’s Life of Alexander provided a deep analysis of the difficulties that go with the "rule of one". Alexander's impressive rise to power, coupled with his military victories early in his reign, showed he could be a capable leader. Unfortunately, overtime, the unchecked power resulted in Alexander’s arrogance and paranoia, causing him to not listen to constructive criticism. This resulted in tyrannical tendencies and alienated him from his once loyal soldiers. Eventually, the lack loyalty from his soldiers wreaked havoc on society following his death and led to the collapse of his empire. Plutarch's impressive analysis in this text not only offers an in-depth biography on one of history's most impressive leaders but also a moral and philosophical contemplation on autocratic systems and absolute rule. In the case of Alexander the Great, Plutarch warns that the "rule of one" can bring both success and destruction (Plutarch, Lives, 309). As Plutarch warns, success can entail successful military conquests and glory, but destruction can include instability, paranoia, and chaos following the ruler's death (Plutarch, Lives, 309). The lessons that Plutarch illustrate in this text are relevant to today's reader, reminding us that while centralized power can bring impressive feats, the system can collapse if it is not tempered by humility, guided by wisdom, and grounded in the care for the common people.
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