Alexander and orientalism

Arrian maintains that alexander’s ‘adoption of Persian Dress was, like his claim to divine birth, a matter of policy; by it he hoped to bring the Eastern nations to feel that they had a king who was not wholly a foreigner and to indicate to his own countrymen his desires to move away from the harsh traditional arrogance of Macedonia.  That was also the reason no doubt, the reason why he included a proportion of Persian troops (the so called ‘Golden Apples’) in Macedonian units, and made Persian Noblemen officers in his crack native regiments.  

Plutarch says that Alexander began to first wear Persian dress in the autumn of 330 BC.  By this stage he had won the battle of Guagemela, had made himself master of Susa, Babylon and Persepolis.  Plutarch maintains that Alexander may have begun wearing Persian dress from a desire to adapt himself to local habits, because he understood that the sharing of race and of cusoms is a great step towards softening men’s hearts.  Alternatively this may have been an experiment aimed at introducing obeisance (bowing) among the Macedonians.  At first he wore Persian clothes when he was in the company of the Persians or close friends but later he began wearing Persian clothes when he was riding or giving public office.  This sight greatly displeased the Macedonians.

· The first sign of his desire to include the Persians in his rule was when he captured Susa, he made Abulites, a Persian nobleman governor of the province. 

Bessus

When Alexander captured Bessus he had his nose and the tips of his ears cut off and then made to suffer public execution before his own countrymen.  Arrian criticises Alexander here and says that Alexander came to copy the Persian extravagance and splendour, and the fashion of kings treating their subjects as inferiors, he also says it is regrettable that Alexander began wearing Median dress and the pointed hat.

There are a number of incidents where Alexander adopting Persian customs and which highlight the growing dismay felt by the Macedonians.

Cleitus incident

Alexander was surrounded by the fawning followers who compared him to the Dioscuri (gods) and then even to Heracles himself.  Cleitus according to Arrian had now for some time had not liked the change in Alexander and his move towards the manners of the East or the fawning of the courtiers.   A row develops and Alexander kills Cleitus.  Cleitus had shouted at Alexander that it would be better to for him to spend his time among the barbarians and slaves who would prostrate themselves before his white tunic and his Persian girdle.  After the row Alexander was remorseful but was advised by Anaxarchus, that all acts committed by a king should be considered just by all the people.   Arrian states that Alexander wished to have people prostrate themselves in his presence.  Arrian says that it was partly due to the notion that his father was Zeus but also partly to his growning admiration of the Median and Persian extravagance expressed by his wearing of Persian dress and adoption of Persian customs.

Callisthenes

Plutarch records that Callisthenes was at a banquet with Alexander and the Macedonians. Alexander after he had drunk passed the cup to one his his friends, who took it, drank then bowed to Alexander, then kissed him and returned to his seat.  All the guests did this in turn until it was Callisthenes’ turn.  Alexander was talking to Hephaestion at the time and paid no attention to what Callisthenes was doing.  After Callisthenes had drunk but not bowed, one of the men called out that Callisthenes had not bowed, so Alexander refused to kiss him.  Callisthenes then called out in a loud voice, ‘Very well then, I shall go away the poorer by a kiss’ 

Plutarch records that young men flocked to him and followed him everywhere, as though he were the only free spirit among so many tens of thousands.  Later he was implicated in the PAGES PLOT.  Although the youths confessed under torture that that the conspiracy was entirely their own, Alexander still had Callisthenes either arrested and left to die in chains of disease, or hanged.

Events before the Opis Mutiny

After Alexander had returned from the Gedrosian desert he went to Susa.  He arranged mass weddings between the Macedonians and Persian women.  He himself married Stateira daughter of Darius and also took another Persian wife.  Hephaiston married another daughter of Darius.  The weddings were conducted in Persian style. Here he received various officials from the surrounding territories.  They brought with them some 30,000 boys, all wearing the Macedonian battle-dress and trained in the Macedonian way.  Alexander called the the ‘epigoni’ or Successors, and their coming caused much bad feeling among the Macedonians, who felt it was an indication of his many efforts to lesen his dependence for the future upon his own countrymen.  Arrian records also that the men were distressed at the sight of Alexander wearing Median dress and most of them had found the Persian marriages objectionable, even the men who had participated in the weddings objected because they were conducted in Persian style. 

Another grievance was the growing orientalism of Peucestas, who was now governor of Persia, who to Alexander’s satisfaction had adopted the Persian language and dress.  The Men also resented the regiments of the Companions had been supplemented with Persians.  Foreign officers were also posted to a special squadron of Cavalry.  The Persians were all equipped with the Macedonian spear in place of their native javelin.  All this made the Macedonians think that Alexander’s whole outlook was becoming tainted with orientalism and that he no longer cared for his own people or his own native ways.

All this tension came to a head at Opis, and when Alexander disharged the men who were thought unfit to continue, the men mutinied and told Alexander to disharge them all.

When the men heard that Alexander was replacing Macedonian commands with Persians they rushed to the palace and would not leave until Alexander took pity on them. When he came out to talk to them they told him that they were hurt because he allowed Persian to kiss him but not Macedonians.  After that they were allowed to kiss him and a banquet was held.  The chief object of Alexander’s prayers was that Persians and Macedonians might rule together in harmony as an imperial power. 9,000 men attended the banquet. 
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