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Alexander the Great is primarily remembered as a world conqueror, but his actions had 
economic consequences for Greece and Persia. Describe how Alexander’s actions both 
caused and resulted in sweeping economic changes across the Middle East.

Alexander the Great's father Philip II had built a successful professional army for 
Macedon by 350 BC. Both infantry and cavalry were paid in silver, which encouraged 
them to fight well and long. By the time of his death in 336 BC, he had conquered all of 
the Greek city-states but Sparta, and left Alexander a huge kingdom with strong tax 
revenues to support the army's salaries. But finding the money to pay the troops was 
always an issue. There was always the risk that one or more city-states would break 
away, or that the army would turn on the king.

Alexander the Great, from the time of his birth in 356 BC until he inherited the throne in 
336 BC, practiced the arts of war and diplomacy. He understood that his power came 
from his army, and his army needed to be paid. When the Greek city of Thebes revolted 
against him just a year after he took power, Alexander was ruthless in destroying the 
city. About 6,000 of the inhabitants were killed; the rest he sold into slavery for almost 
six million drachmae — enough to pay his army for his planned invasion of Persia for 
three months. The remaining Greek city-states, including both Athens and Sparta, 
regarded Alexander's cruelty with such horror that they continued to pay him tribute for 
the next thirteen years. This steady income helped Alexander retain command of his 
army, because it ensured he could continue to pay them even on the march.

In 334 BC, with the army paid for three months, Alexander paid the cost of shipping 
35,000 men into Anatolia near the Persian regional command center of Sardis. A larger 
army met Alexander at the Granicus river crossing not far from the ruins of ancient Troy. 
The Persian army, gathered in crisis, was both more expensive and less well-prepared 
than Alexander's phalanxes and heavy cavalry. They lost the battle of Granicus, and 
Alexander sacked several Persian cities, dividing the spoils and slaves among his 
troops. The King of Persia, Darius III, was forced to raise an even larger emergency 
army to meet Alexander, at even greater expense. Alexander beat that one too, at the 
battle of Issus. The Macedonian king fought his way south along the Mediterranean 
coast until in 332 BC he 'liberated' Egypt from their Persian overlords. Egyptians 
welcomed Alexander as a new Pharaoh or god-king, and devoted the wealth of their 
land to helping him destroy the rest of the Persian empire.

Each stage of Alexander's military campaigns ended with the capture of a new treasure 
that aided the next expansion of his empire. The enslaved inhabitants of Thebes paid 
for the invasion of Persia; the sack of Sardis paid for the march south into Egypt, and 
the conquest of Egypt paid for the campaign to take the rest of Persia. After founding 
the city of Alexandria at the mouth of the Nile river, Alexander began again to move 
against Darius III. This time, the Macedonians met their rivals at the battle of 



Gaugamela with almost equal forces of 250,000 men, each highly paid and well-
prepared for the war. Yet the Persian army collapsed and Darius III was slain in the 
aftermath of the battle. Alexander went on to the major cities of Mesopotamia, including 
Babylon, Susa and the Persian capital at Persepolis in 332 BC. In each city, he stripped 
away gold and silver and slaves, and paid his army with ever more fabulous sums of 
wealth. In Susa alone, Alexander took forty thousand talents of silver — equivalent to $6 
billion in today's money.

Alexander was still not satisfied. The wealth of Susa and Babylon fueled his army's 
march eastward to the borders of India in 326 BC. There, the Mauryan Empire was 
finally able to put a stop to his advance with an army of a half-million men, elephants, 
chariots and cavalry — a force that nearly bankrupted India for a time. Still, Alexander 
turned back to Babylon, reaching it in 323 BC and dying there a year later in 322 BC. 
On his deathbed, he announced who would replace him. "The strongest shall be my 
successor," he said as he died. His generals, Ptolemy, Seleucus and Antigonus, divided 
his empire among them. They retained some Greek ideas about law and government, 
but adopted many Middle Eastern customs, including clothing and absolute rule. 
Merchants and artisans across these empires combined Persian and Greek artistic 
principles to create new forms of art, and ultimately a new culture, called Hellenism.


