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INTRODUCTION

HOW CIVILIZATIONS DISAPPEAR

And on the pedestal, these words appear:
“My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:

Look at my works, ye mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.
—Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Ozymandias”

There are lots of ways that states and their peoples can vanish from
history, and all sorts of causes explain their disappearance. Both nature—
earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, plagues, and climate change—
and humans sometimes wipe out vulnerable populations. Indeed, entire
cultures have often been obliterated, sometimes quickly, sometimes over
decades. Yet this book focuses on the rarer abrupt wartime destruction of a
civilization, a state, or a culture through force of arms, and uses as case
studies classical Thebes, Punic Carthage, Byzantine Constantinople, and the
Aztecs of Tenochtitlán. Its conclusions warn that the modern world,
America included, is hardly immune from repeating these tragedies of the
past.

The wartime end of everything has usually followed from a final siege
or invasion. The coup de grâce predictably targeted a capital or the cultural,
political, religious, or social center of a state. And the final blow resulted in
the erasure of an entire people’s way of life—and often much of the
population itself. Strangely, the transition from normality to the end of days



could occur rather quickly. A rendezvous with finality was often completely
unexpected. Yet absolute defeat too late revealed long-unaddressed
vulnerabilities, as economic, political, and social fissures widened only
under wartime pressures. Waning empires rarely wished to accept, much
less address, the fact that their once sprawling domains had been reduced to
what the defenders could see from their walls.

Naïveté, hubris, flawed assessments of relative strengths and
weaknesses, the loss of deterrence, new military technologies and tactics,
totalitarian ideologies, and a retreat to fantasy can all explain why these
usually rare catastrophic events nevertheless keep recurring—from the
destruction of the Inca Empire to the end of the Cherokee nation to the
genocide of a populous, vibrant, and Yiddish-speaking prewar Jewish
people in Central and Eastern Europe. The continual disappearance of prior
cultures across time and space should warn us that even familiar twenty-
first-century states can become as fragile as their ancient counterparts,
given that the arts of destruction march in tandem with improvements in
defense. The gullibility, and indeed ignorance, of contemporary
governments and leaders about the intent, hatred, ruthlessness, and
capability of their enemies are not surprising. The retreat to comfortable
nonchalance and credulousness, often the cargo of affluence and leisure, is
predictable given unchanging human nature, despite the pretensions of a
postmodern technologically advanced global village.

Even in our age of transnational wealth, an interconnected global
economy, Davos, the United Nations, thousands of nongovernmental
organizations, a rules-based international order, and major-power nuclear
deterrence, the fates of Thebes, Carthage, Constantinople, and Tenochtitlán
are not mere memories from a distant benighted past and thus irrelevant in
the present. Of course, no modern state enslaves the entire surviving
population of the defeated—one of the most effective ways in the past of
erasing a civilization—in the fashion of Alexander the Great with Thebes,
or Scipio Aemilianus with Carthage. And the United States at least is
protected by two oceans, a formidable nuclear deterrent of nearly sixty-five
hundred warheads, and the most powerful economy and military in history.
How then could it be reduced to nothingness by any enemy on the world
stage?



Unfortunately, the more things change technologically, the more human
nature stays the same—a law that applies even to the United States, which
often believes it is exempt from the misfortunes of other nations, past and
present. This book makes clear, however, that there is no certainty that as
scientific progress accelerates and leisure increases, and as the world
shrinks on our computer and television screens, there is any corresponding
advance in wisdom or morality, much less radical improvement in innate
human nature.

The besieger of Tenochtitlán, Hernán Cortés, operated on the same
principles as did Alexander the Great, some 1,788 years earlier, in assuming
that almost all of the Aztecs he stormed would end up as serfs, slaves—or
dead. If the world is now intolerant for the most part of slavery,
cannibalism, and human sacrifice, nonetheless the tools of genocide—
nuclear, chemical, and biological—are far more advanced than ever before.
And they are at our fingertips. The years 1939 to 1945, with their seventy
million dead, a mere two decades after twenty million perished in “the war
to end all wars” of 1914–1918, taught us once again that with material and
technological progress often comes moral retrogression, a lesson dating
back to the seventh-century BC warnings of the Greek poet Hesiod.

The twenty-first century has already experienced bloody wars in places
as diverse as Afghanistan, Chechnya, Crimea, Darfur, Ethiopia, Iraq,
Lebanon, Libya, Niger, Nigeria, Ossetia, Pakistan, Sudan, Syria, the West
Bank, and Yemen—all of which followed the end of the millennium
genocides in Cambodia and Rwanda. Yet these gruesome conflicts are not
even the most likely current flash points that threaten to draw in major
powers possessing weapons of mass destruction, including most notably the
United States. In the last few years alone, Russia has threatened to use
nuclear weapons against Ukraine, China against Taiwan, Iran against Israel,
Pakistan against India, and North Korea against South Korea, Japan, and
the United States. Turkey has talked of sending missiles into Athens and
Israel, or solving the Armenian “problem” in the manner of its forebears.
These are just the threats of bombs and missiles, as we head into the age of
gain-of-function pathogens and artificial-intelligence-guided munitions.

Note that the four ancient man-made Armageddons we discuss are
different from the mysterious disappearances, or the monumental abrupt



system collapses, of “lost civilizations” such as the Mycenaeans (ca. 1200
BC) or Mayans (ca. AD 900). They are clearly not the same as smaller
extinctions like the mysterious ends of those on Easter, Pitcairn, or Roanoke
Islands.1

Nor does the book focus on the gradual, internal decay that incessantly
wastes away a nation or empire, such as the dissolution and partial
absorption of fifth-century AD imperial Rome by the proverbial barbarians,
and its slow metamorphosis into Europe of the so-called Dark and Middle
Ages. These chapters are not studies of the political disappearances of state
governments or the changing names of peoples, such as the formal end of
the nomenclature and political existence of Prussia and Prussians, or
Yugoslavia and Yugoslavians. Even the actual destruction of an enemy state
—with borders, a government, and a unique history and culture—does not
always equate to the genocide of an entire people, although at times a
victorious siege certainly can result in mass death driven by racial, ethnic,
or religious hatred.

But if states and cultures can be completely obliterated by wartime
enemies, then when exactly is a people defined as vanquished or ended?
When its nation is formally conquered, occupied, and its citizenry made
permanently subservient? Or, as this book argues, when a state’s
government disappears, its infrastructure is leveled, most of its people
killed, enslaved, or scattered, its culture fragmented and soon forgotten, and
its space abandoned or given over to another and quite different people.

Of course, nothing ever quite ends, at least in its entirety. Political
institutions implode. Culture wanes. Language lingers. And people scatter.
Nonetheless, a few survivors can run for a time on the fumes of past glory.
So, as we shall see, there can be gradations of “obliteration.” We must
examine carefully whether a Thebes or Carthage was really destroyed as
recorded—and indeed exactly what is meant in our sources by verbs like
“destroyed,” “razed,” and “leveled.”

From the fall of Troy to the atomization of much of Hiroshima, the
destruction of cities and occasionally their entire civilizations, as
mentioned, is unusual but also not yet a thing of our savage past. A small
number of these catastrophes still reverberate through the centuries.
Sometimes these obliterations changed the lives of quite different peoples,



well beyond the dead and enslaved. Millions far from ground zero grasped
almost immediately that the ripples of destruction would ultimately alter
their lives as well. Subsequent generations in retrospect realized these
annihilations had marked the abrupt end of an age and a transition to
something quite different. Whether the significance of an entire political
system lost, a culture vanished, or a distinct people erased became obvious
in real time or only later, there nonetheless remain certain similarities—and
thus lessons—in these historic wartime disappearances of whole societies.2

The size and wealth of the targeted population made a difference. The
ancient world rued the Athenian extinction of the tiny island of Melos and
its culture in 415 BC. But the classical Greeks did not equate a world
without the Melians with the loss of Hellenism, at least in the manner of the
later razing of a much larger and more influential Thebes or Corinth. The
language, literature, art, and science of the vanished, and their ability to
transcend their own borders also mattered. The world of Asia Minor and the
Mediterranean changed after the end of Byzantine Constantinople far more
than following the obliteration of the barbarian Vandals in North Africa,
Sicily, and Italy.

The case studies here—the leveling of Thebes by Alexander the Great,
the erasure of Carthage by Scipio Aemilianus, Sultan Mehmet II’s conquest
and transformation of Constantinople, and the obliteration of Tenochtitlán
by Hernán Cortés—all marked the end of cultures and civilizations. They
were seen so by contemporaries and later generations alike. Alexander
brought a close to the Classical Greece of hundreds of independent city-
states with the extinction of Thebes and its inhabitants. The implosion of
the independent city-state inaugurated a very different subsequent
Hellenistic era of imperial kingdoms and values.

The destruction of Carthage and Punic civilization in Africa saw the
disappearance of the last major obstacle to a Roman Western
Mediterranean. Its obliteration brought North Africa into the West, and
accelerated Rome’s transformation from a republic to an imperial power.
The fall of Constantinople confirmed the decline of the Mediterranean
world as the nexus of European commerce. The loss of the city ended the
formal European presence in Asia, even as it helped to inaugurate in the
opposite direction a new Atlantic world dominated by Portugal, Spain,



France, and later Holland and England. Cortés’s annihilation of the Aztec
Empire and its capital Tenochtitlán normalized the crushing of independent
native states in the Americas while birthing a new Spanish-speaking
civilization there, one neither altogether indigenous nor Spanish.

Often a great city—usually a capital, defined by its prior political
centrality and influence or size and wealth—becomes a synecdoche, a
shorthand to later generations for the collapse of its entire civilization. Of
course, the players involved did not always realize the transformational
roles they were playing. It is doubtful that Alexander ever thought about
razing Thebes as anything much other than the erasure of a rebellious
annoyance, a roadblock holding up his long-planned invasion and looting of
the Persian Empire.

Similarly, Scipio Aemilianus, for all his supposed subsequent remorse
and his philosophical pretensions, was likely more concerned with not
damaging his own political career by failing to demolish Carthage after his
two immediate and inept predecessors had faltered. Mehmet II appeared to
have some idea of the historical and cultural significance of the fall of
Constantinople, as he announced that he was now the only and rightful heir
to the Roman Empire. But even the sultan did not foresee that his own
choices would spur Western Europe to conquer the world by sea to avoid
Ottoman Kostantiniyye’s increasing control and disruption of East-West
Mediterranean trade. Cortés envisioned his conquests in terms of career and
financial interests, along with magnifying the power and name of his
church, his king, and himself.

Chapter 1 reviews the fate of the city of Thebes, renowned in both history
and myth. In 335 BC, the Thebans not only revolted against the Macedonian
occupation of Greece, but defiantly dared Alexander the Great to take the
legendary city.

He did just that, after a brief but savage one-day battle. He then quite
unexpectedly enlisted other conquered Greek city-states to ratify his
decision to raze the city, kill off most of the adult males, sell the surviving
captives into slavery, and allow neighbors to appropriate Theban territory.



Thereby Alexander ended for good the ancient citadel of Cadmus, mythical
founder of the hallowed city.

More than just Thebes itself was destroyed. The annihilation of the
Thebans marked the iconic finale of the entire era of independent city-states
that the rebellious Thebans had sought to save. After the obliteration of
Thebes, one empire or kingdom succeeded another on Greek soil—first
Alexander and his Hellenistic Diadochoi (“Successors”), then Rome and
Byzantium, then the Ottomans, and finally the independent Greek
monarchy. Yet the creative polis civilization of the golden age, not just of
Thebes but of Athens and the rest of Greece as well, vanished after
Alexander.

Chapter 2 explores the lethal rivalry between Rome and Carthage that
culminated in 146 BC, some 189 years after the end of Thebes, when the
Carthaginians likewise disappeared as a people, thus marking the end of the
Third Punic War. Punic civilization itself vanished with its capital city. Like
the Thebans, they perished by siege, after their once distant frontiers had
collapsed to just the city’s suburbs. The once Mediterranean-wide
Carthaginian language, literature, and people receded to only distant
memories in the Greco-Roman centuries that followed.

Carthage in its three Punic Wars had fought Rome too long and become
too vulnerable. Its existence became perceived as not so much an existential
danger as a constant irritant to Rome. Its fate was mostly irrelevant to
others. And Rome sought an opening to extinguish an economic rival and
appropriate its wealth. The fall of Carthage, and the almost contemporary
destruction of Corinth and creation of Roman provinces in Greece,
traditionally were seen by historians as both the emblematic cessations of
the Hellenistic kingdoms and the beginning of the Roman Mediterranean
world.

The most infamous of wartime extinctions was the destruction of
Byzantine Constantinople on May 29, 1453,“Black Tuesday,” the subject of
chapter 3. While the Greek language and Orthodox Christian religion
survived scattered in southern Europe and in the outlands of Asia after the
fall of the Byzantine Empire, the millennium-long reality of an Eastern,
Greek-speaking Roman Empire and attendant cult in Asia Minor
disappeared—despite Russia’s later claims of reestablishing a third



Christian Rome. Constantinople had survived and more or less recovered
from the brutal sack by Western knights of the Fourth Crusade in 1204. But
it would not rebound from the far more ambitious agenda of Sultan Mehmet
II, who would finish off Byzantine civilization, and appropriate and
transform its renowned capital.

The Ottomans harbored a hatred of Christianity. They had assumed
rightly that Constantinople was old and weak and mostly long abandoned
by Western Christendom. After the end, Hagia Sophia, the largest Christian
cathedral in the West for seven hundred years, became the greatest mosque
of the Islamic world. There were never again to be Byzantines, the Greek
city of Constantinople, or even the idea of any cohesive Christian, Greek-
speaking Hellenic culture in Asia. The Greek shell of the sacked city
remained, given its strategically invaluable site at the Bosporus. But now it
was to be absorbed as the new dynamic capital Kostantiniyye of the
ascendant Ottoman Empire, and in modern times renamed Istanbul.

From a global perspective, the fall of Constantinople marked the end of
the Eastern Mediterranean–centered world, the transference of Hellenic
power and influence to Renaissance Europe, and soon, the beginning of the
Atlantic era. In 1444, a near decade before the city fell, Portuguese
explorers, trying to find a maritime route around Ottoman control of the
Mediterranean and the land routes to Asia, had already reached the
westernmost point of Africa. Well south of the Sahara, they were beginning
to circumvent Muslim control of trade with the African Gold Coast. By
1488, they had reached the Cape of Good Hope, ensuring Europeans soon
had direct access to trade with Asia. In 1492, a mere thirty-nine years after
the fall of Constantinople, Europeans discovered the New World.

Like “vandal,” “Byzantine” as a living concept survives today only as an
adjective. It is used inexactly and unfairly to convey the supposed
inefficiency and intrigue of fossilized, bloated bureaucracies. Otherwise, the
Byzantines receded into the collective Greek memory. The idea of a living
Byzantium reemerged only once, as an ephemeral fantasy. After the
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire in 1918, the Hellenic dream of the
Μεγάλη Ιδέα (Megali Idea or “Great Idea”) gained increased impetus, but
then soon afterward died for good. This new incarnation of the Megali Idea
had envisioned a twentieth-century Panhellenic Aegean, once more united
by Greek-speakers in Asia Minor, the Greek mainland, the Islands, and the



northern Egyptian coast. It was crushed by Turkish nationalist Mustafa
Kemal Atatürk’s army at the final conflagration in Smyrna (1922), and
finished off by the nascent state of Turkey.3

The savage work of Hernán Cortés in destroying the Aztec Empire is the
concern of chapter 4. When the siege of the city was finished in 1521, there
was no longer a concept of an Aztec people or a majestic indigenous capital
at Tenochtitlán, nor a Venice-like island city of canals. Indeed, there was
little left except subsequent mythologies of a lost Aztlán homeland in the
US Southwest, and enslaved laborers constructing the new Spanish capital
of Mexico City, deliberately plopped down atop the site of the old. Like
Carthage and Constantinople, Tenochtitlán had been the nerve center of a
brittle empire, a single great city organizing thousands of square miles on
its periphery.

Although they had become familiar with Aztec civilization over the
prior two years, the Spanish almost immediately sought to obliterate its
religion, race, and culture. In their view, they had more than enough reasons
to destroy the Aztec Empire rather than just defeat the Mexica (the
indigenous word for “Aztec”). As with Thebes, the destruction of
Tenochtitlán and the Mexica empire did not just erase one state. The demise
of the city marked the end of Central American altepetl (“city-state”)
civilization as a whole. When combined with the later Spanish conquest of
the Inca Empire, indirectly inspired by Cortés, the city’s death marked the
collapse of the age of independent New World civilizations.

A brief epilogue charts a tragic but predictable scheme to all these
geographically, ethnically, religiously, and chronologically different case
studies. And the result offers timely warnings for us and our own future.
Even as humanity supposedly becomes more uniform and interconnected,
so too our world grows increasingly vulnerable and dangerous, as the
margins of human error and misapprehension in conflict shrink—from
Ukraine to Taiwan to the Middle East. We should remember that the world
wars of the last century likely took more human life than all armed conflicts
combined since the dawn of Western civilization twenty-five hundred years
prior. And they did so with offensive weapons already obsolete, and all too
familiar destructive agendas that persist today, unchanged since antiquity.
As for the targets of aggression, the old mentalities and delusions that



doomed the Thebans, the Carthaginians, the Byzantines, and the Aztecs are
also still very much with us, especially the last thoughts of the slaughtered:
“It cannot happen here.”



1

HOPE, DANGER’S COMFORTER

The Obliteration of Classical Thebes (December
335 BC)

Melians. But we know that the fortune of war is sometimes more
impartial than the disproportion of numbers might lead one to
suppose; to submit is to give ourselves over to despair, while action
still preserves for us a hope that we may stand erect.

Athenians. Hope, danger’s comforter, may be indulged in by those
who have abundant resources, if not without loss at all events
without ruin; but its nature is to be extravagant, and those who go so
far as to put their all upon the venture see it in its true colours only
when they are ruined.

—Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War

Collective naïveté can get a vulnerable people killed. So it was with the
classical Greek city-state of Thebes. In 335 BC, its leaders bet wrongly that
revolting from the Macedonian empire of Alexander the Great would either
succeed or, if not, at least result in its negotiated surrender and the
continuance of its civilization. They were fatally wrong on both counts.

In the all-too-common miscalculations of the targeted, defiant Thebans
looked to their impressive military, the justness of their cause, the sympathy
of their allies, and their city’s hallowed reputation as an icon of eternal
Hellenic culture—but not to the ruthless record of Alexander the Great.



They had forgotten the superiority of the Macedonian phalanx. And their
leaders ignored the terror that the Macedonian occupation had instilled
among some fifteen hundred conquered Greek city-states.

Thebes

And so they died en masse.
One recurrent theme of the wartime extinction of civilizations is

precisely this frequent naïveté of the targeted—a gullibility innate to
humans in extremis, and especially unchecked by reality during the
passions and hysteria released by war. Die-hard defenders understandably
delude themselves into thinking that all others are idealists like themselves,



or at least must be just as committed to the cause of their own survival.
They tend to mock as traitors or appeasers any realists in their ranks—with
responsibilities to their families and homes that transcend collective
idealism—who do the arithmetic of death and so assess their decisions
solely by the chances of victory.



Greece and Macedonia in the Fourth Century BC

Shattered illusions awaited the trusting Theban envoys who traveled
south to the Isthmus of Corinth to meet supposed savior allied armies



arriving from southern Greece. Under their friends’ sharp questioning, the
Thebans had conceded that Alexander was nearby, loose in Boeotia close to
their own walls. Almost immediately, the other would-be Panhellenic
revolutionaries prudently expressed sympathy but decided to pass on any
war against the feared Macedonians. They all quickly turned around and
headed back home in shame—but alive. As a result, defiant Thebes was left
alone to face the fatal consequences of its own idealism.

In their revolutionary zeal, the indomitable heavy infantrymen of the
besieged Thebans confidently poured outside the walls of their surrounded
ancient city to meet the invaders. These hoplite spearmen—citizen-soldiers
in heavy bronze armor with large wooden shields—would not wait inside
for the Macedonians to attack, despite the apparent wisdom of that course.
They conceded that the famed walls of legendary “Seven-Gated Thebes”
had plenty of vulnerable points that might never withstand the siegecraft of
the master city-stormers, the Macedonians under Alexander the Great. So
instead of just manning the ramparts, the Thebans were eager to rush out of
the trapped city and keep the Macedonian besiegers from hauling their siege
engines to the walls.

The Thebans were especially worried that the growing mass of
Macedonian infantry outside the walls might be able to rescue their captive
garrison guards inside the city. These were Macedonian troops trapped
inside the fortified acropolis of the city known as the Cadmea.
Unfortunately, unlike most acropolises, such as Athens’s, which served as
the center of the walled poleis (“city-states”), the Cadmea’s fortifications on
one side also served as the city’s common circuit wall. So, unlike a
protected medieval keep, the renowned citadel of Thebes was in part right
atop the front line of a siege.

Why was the future Alexander the Great now parked outside a preeminent
Greek city-state threatening to raze Thebes? The war had recently started as
a purported Panhellenic rebellion against Macedonian occupation forces,
following the death of King Philip II of Macedon and the ascension of his
son and heir, Alexander. The Athenian firebrand politico Demosthenes had



falsely claimed that Alexander had been killed in a campaign to suppress
revolts in Illyria (modern-day Albania), far to the north. Once the Thebans
heard this fable, rebellion broke out. As their first insurrectionary act, the
Thebans attacked the local Macedonian occupation garrison, apparently on
the presumption that other Greek city-states would emulate their lead.
Remarkably, the Thebans in short order had managed to fence in
Alexander’s men on the Cadmea, in a somewhat humiliating fashion, given
the supposedly ironclad Macedonian subjugation of Greece.

But now it seemed that Alexander was not dead after all. In fact, in
response to these rumors of his demise, he had marched his army three
hundred miles in just two weeks from Illyria to Thebes in central Greece—
at an astonishing rate of over twenty miles a day. So there was an
unexpected fresh force of Macedonians arriving outside the walls, while
their occupying brethren were locked inside above the ramparts, and the
Thebans in their own city were stuck in between.

For three years most of Greece had been more or less pacified by
Macedon, until the unexpected assassination of its conqueror, Philip II.
Soon his twenty-one-year-old son liquidated his rivals, and marched his late
father’s army down to Thebes. What followed was a standoff between
Thebes, iconic site of Greek mythology and home to classical Greece’s
most accomplished army, and an untried Macedonian boy-king leading a
feared pack of veteran professional killers. Earlier, while a teen, Alexander
had led the left wing of his father’s army at the nearby battlefield of
Chaeronea (338 BC); there his decisive action helped break the multistate
“coalition” army of Greece. But in Greek eyes Alexander was still no Philip
II, the one-eyed monster who for twenty years had revolutionized Hellenic
warfare and finally accomplished what no Persian king had ever pulled off
—the complete subjugation of the free Greek city-states.

But now the Thebans imagined that their unexpected and rather easy
capture of the Macedonian garrison would further arouse other Greek city-
states to flock once again to their assistance. Indeed, the reputation of the
Theban army and its declaration that it would fight for the return of a free
Hellas would surely prompt a Panhellenic uprising against the
Macedonians. Together, the Greek city-states would no doubt mass at the
gates of Thebes and crush the invading Macedonian phalanx. Wild rumors



already had spread that several of the best Peloponnesian armies of free
Greeks—especially the Aetolians, Arcadians, and Eleans—were marshaling
not far away at the Isthmus of Corinth, in expectation of joining the
mounting insurrection. For a brief moment, many Greeks thought this
resistance might have included Athens and Sparta. Even if Alexander the
Great was not dead as rumored, the insurrectionists assumed he was likely
too young to hold together the Macedonian army of his late father and his
old-guard generals.

Yet the besieged Thebans waited for help in vain. Apparently, once the
allied armies of the south had marched out, it soon became evident that
none of their generals had any exact picture of what they were all getting
into, especially concerning the size of the Macedonian invading force,
much less where and when a very much alive Alexander planned to march.
Instead, each Greek army calculated that while in theory all the city-states
together could defeat Alexander and his Macedonians, if left alone any polis
would be wiped out by him. And so all now determined not to be that lone
city-state.

Alexander was already ratcheting up the pressure on the suddenly
isolated city. As the first-century historian Diodorus put it, most in Greece
on news of the revolt were sincerely worried about the Thebans. But their
sympathy was not the same as their succor. The other Greek city-states not
only assumed that Alexander would likely put down without mercy the
rebellion, but also rationalized their inaction by correctly claiming that their
would-be liberators, the Thebans, were too reckless and unpredictable. In
fact, the timid allies advanced all sorts of flimsy excuses why discretion
was the better part of valor, claiming that a century and a half earlier the
Thebans had helped the Persian invaders and thus were unworthy of the
sacrifice of their brethren.1

Nonetheless, the abandoned Thebans went ahead with plans for a
pitched battle. The mystique of the Theban phalanx, the envy of all fourth-
century Greeks, was something like the interwar reputation of the
supposedly indomitable French army of World War I—an ideal based on
hope from the past rather than a reality grounded in current experience. In
1916, l’armée de terre française had miraculously stopped the Germans at
Verdun with the cry of “Ils ne passeront pas!”—“They shall not pass!”



During the interwar 1930s, most Western Europeans and the British still
assumed this huge force, the former bulwark of the West, would once again
bend, but likewise would never break. No doubt, its one million soldiers in
the field, with five million more in reserve, would stop Hitler’s Wehrmacht
just as the army had once stalled the Kaiser’s invading legions. Beginning
in May 1940, that dream dissipated in six weeks.

Like the hidden fissures within the French army, the decline of Thebes,
from its once preeminent role in Greece to an unpopular head of a shaky
democratic Boeotian federation, ensured the erosion of the legendary
phalanx of their earlier renowned general and leader Epaminondas (ca.
419/411–362 BC). The current Theban army had already been crushed just
three years earlier by the Macedonians at the battle of Chaeronea. There, in
an hour or so, the vaunted Sacred Band of 150 paired lovers was wiped out
to the last man. Most likely deployed on the right side of the Greek army,
the Thebans had found themselves facing off against Alexander himself,
who was leading the Macedonian left. The Theban wing was routed. The
legendary Sacred Band now lay buried under the battlefield of Chaeronea.
In modern times, most of their remains, which had been lying under a
majestic stone commemorative lion, have been unearthed. The survivors of
that battle likely remained traumatized by their unaccustomed defeat, flight,
losses, and subsequent months under Macedonian occupation.2

Nonetheless, three years later, here they were in their armor, facing the
same army and the same leader that had destroyed their army. And they
soon discovered just how massive was the Macedonian army at their gates.
Alexander had arrayed well over thirty thousand phalangites, or pike-
bearing, infantrymen equipped with long sixteen-foot sarissas. Included
among their foot soldiers on the flanks were smaller contingents of shield-
carrying hypaspists, armed more like Greek hoplites in full armor, with
large shields and shorter spears. Another three thousand veteran horsemen,
plus missile- and light-armed troops, were arranged along and to the rear of
the battle line to exploit and expand any weaknesses and gaps in the
Thebans’ front.

In other words, the new Macedonian army created by the late Philip II
was a symphony of killers. And it was now augmented by thousands of
nearby rural Boeotians hostile to their shared capital at Thebes. Each



Macedonian battle contingent enhanced the others, each with its particular
complementary role, time, and place of attack—quite in contrast to the one-
dimensional hoplite phalanxes of old. Ironically, the supposedly half-
civilized Macedonians had first learned of the power of phalanxes of
spearmen from the classical Greeks. But then, unlike their ossified mentors,
they vastly expanded and improved upon the idea of a mass column of
spearmen by lengthening spears into pikes. They added a variety of fighters
to complement the one-dimensional phalanx, fielding both light and heavy
cavalry, infantry, and missile troops with a variety of weapons and body
protection.

A patient Alexander had been waiting for three days outside the walls, in
hopes that the sheer spectacle of his forces would erode Theban morale and
force a submission. Would they not come to their senses and remember that
he, as a mere eighteen-year-old, had smashed the Theban contingent at
Chaeronea? But just in case of Theban recalcitrance, Alexander’s siege-
engineers were busy preparing to conduct a protracted assault, even as he
sent envoys to broker a negotiated, and not humiliating, surrender. The
Macedonians’ relatively lenient terms revealed an eagerness to end the
rebellion peacefully. Alexander had even offered amnesty to all the Theban
firebrands if they just turned over the rebellion’s ringleaders, Prosthytes and
Phoenix.

Nonetheless, the Theban rebels were hardly impressed with Alexander’s
moderate terms. They naïvely believed their infantry phalanx could fight far
better outside their walls, in part because they had put up makeshift field
palisades, fronted with recently dug trenches. These forward field
fortifications outside the city also prevented the attackers from easily
storming the vulnerable Cadmean wall and liberating the hostage
Macedonians. Again, the defect of the Theban fortifications had always
been a weak spot where the city’s circuit wall also served double duty as the
outer wall of the inner citadel.3

The Thebans apparently had more confidence in their army in the field
than in the city’s mobilized population on the ramparts. For nearly a century
until Chaeronea, glorious Theban hoplites had crushed all comers.
Victorious in the Peloponnesian War under the legendary Pagondas, they
had routed the Athenians at the battle of Delium (424 BC) and sent



thousands—except for doughty middle-aged Athenian hoplite Socrates and
his coterie—running for their lives back into Attica. Later, led by the
emancipator Epaminondas, the Thebans had all but destroyed the Spartan
army at Leuctra (371 BC). Within just months of that victory, they overran
the Spartans’ homeland itself—the first invaders, according to legend, to
enter sacred Laconia in nearly seven hundred years. Even in defeat at
Chaeronea, the Thebans for a moment had nearly turned the Macedonians,
before being routed by Philip II and Alexander.

In some sense, the Thebans’ inability to draw lessons from their pivotal
recent defeat at Chaeronea was similar to die-hard American Civil War
Confederates’ adherence to a mystical “lost cause.” The Thebans apparently
believed that the catastrophe at Chaeronea, perhaps like the pivotal
Southern loss at Shiloh, was not an unequivocal referendum on—or
warning of—their innately inferior military strength. Rather the quirky
defeat was attributable merely to chance, bad luck, and the untimely deaths
or blunders of their own commanders.4

Still, even in its twilight, the classical Theban phalanx remained an
offensive army, famed for its bodily strength and audacity. In extremis, the
realists in command at least thought it better to die in open battle than to be
slaughtered in twos and threes in their streets. It was characteristic of the
Thebans to attack in great depth and advance often obliquely—impossible
tactics inside the walls of the city. The brute Herakles, the demigod hero
who typified superhuman strength and was in some myths born at Thebes,
was their city’s patron god. And his rough-hewn club remained emblazoned
on their shields. Most in the army were not about to surrender.

More importantly, fourth-century Thebes prided itself as the incubator of
revolution. Once it had become democratic earlier under Epaminondas and
Pelopidas, the city had turned Greece upside down. The Theban nation in
arms had once emasculated Sparta, reconfigured the entire political status of
the Peloponnese, freed the Messenian helots, and later anchored the Greek
resistance at Chaeronea. Thebes was rebranded as a moral force as well, as
the liberator Epaminondas had not ordered mass executions or
enslavements of the defeated. Had he not been killed at the battle of
Mantinea (362 BC), Epaminondas may even have aimed at a federalized,
democratic, and Panhellenic nation. It was no surprise, then, that the



Thebans once again bragged to the Greeks that their polis would oversee
the spiritual rebirth of the city-states. They would arise, phoenix-like, from
their subjugation once again to overthrow the status quo of an occupied and
humiliated Greece.5

Alexander took no chances about this first and most powerful of what in
theory could become a wave of rebellious cities at precisely the moment he
was planning to invade Asia. The young king therefore had decided to
deploy his entire Macedonian army, a muster nearly the same size as the
force that within four years would wreck three Persian armies at the
climactic battles of Granicus, Issus, and Gaugamela, thereby destroying the
world’s greatest empire.

Indeed, the Thebans had not seen such a huge enemy outside their famed
seven gates in nearly a century and a half—likely not since 479 BC, when
the polis had turned traitor by joining the Persian enemy. Then as quislings
the Thebans had gone down to defeat at the battle of Plataea alongside their
allied Persian invaders. In shame, Thebes ended up surrounded and
besieged by outraged fellow Greeks. The city was forced to surrender, in
humiliation begging for mercy from the victorious and vengeful city-states.
That ancient stain upon the Thebans was still a frequent propaganda point
of its enemies. And Alexander now once again invoked it to dissuade any
other would-be rebellious Hellenic city-states from joining such dubious
insurrectionists.

In purely military terms, the old-fashioned farmer hoplites of Thebes
were vastly outnumbered by Alexander’s professionals, by perhaps as much
as three to one in the field. For all their Panhellenic renown as tough
physical brawlers, the Thebans, like all Greek armies, remained a one-
dimensional militia. The phalanx fought without closely integrated
contingents of light-armed and missile troops, without heavy cavalry
comparable to that of the Macedonians, without reserves, and without a
general anywhere near the equal of Alexander. There was no longer any
general of the caliber of an Epaminondas or Pelopidas of past glories to lead
them. There were no new tactics, no new equipment, no new musters in the



three years since the disaster of Chaeronea. To paraphrase the assessment of
Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington, concerning Napoleon’s defeated
army at the Battle of Waterloo, the Thebans came on in the same old way
and the Macedonians would defeat them in the same old way.6

In the past, the Thebans had built palisades around their farmland to
keep out the Spartans, and integrated such obstacles into a fluid defense in
the field. That habit and expertise may also explain why the Thebans once
more relied on field fortifications to protect their acropolis from the enemy
below. Their defense in depth, then, was twofold. Aside from the main
phalanx that marched out to fight beneath the city walls, a second
extramural contingent was stationed nearby; outside the walls and behind
the palisades, it would sally forth from its cover and ensure no Macedonians
would break into the rampart beneath the Cadmea. Alexander reacted by
dividing his army into threes: his chief force was to hit the main Theban
phalanx; a second would storm the outer palisade and drive through the
Thebans beneath the acropolis; and a third was held in reserve.

Almost immediately, the two armies were deadlocked beneath the walls
of the city. The desperate hedgehog of the Thebans’ protruding eight-foot-
long spears was soon stopped—but not broken—by the larger mass of pike-
bearing Macedonian phalangites. Alexander’s infantrymen had the
advantage of stabbing with far longer sarissas of some sixteen feet, nearly
twice the length of the old Theban hoplite spears. The sarissas’ sheer size
and weight required both hands just to wield them. As a result, in the initial
clash the Thebans were hit by Alexander’s first five ranks—two more rows
of spearpoints than could be reached by the shorter spears of the Theban
hoplites. Soon thousands of Macedonian reserves were also sent into the
fray to swell their mass. The exhausted and outnumbered Thebans were
continuously struck by yet another wall of fresh pikemen. We do not know
whether Alexander had intended to prompt a collision in the field with the
Theban phalanx, or whether his subordinate Perdiccas simply had
preempted his king to force the issue. In any case, the Macedonian army,
whether in pitched battles or attacking the walls, was larger and more
experienced than the city’s defenders.

The Roman-era historian Diodorus, drawing on earlier and now lost
contemporary Greek sources, detailed the resulting fury outside the walls of



the city and how the battle quickly turned to hand-to-hand fighting:

Once they all resorted to the use of the sword at close quarters, a
tremendous struggle ensued. The Macedonians enjoyed greater force,
because of the numbers of their men and the weight of their phalanx.
Yet the Thebans remained superior in their bodily strength and in
their endless athletic training. Still more so, they were of
unconquerable spirits and thereby became dismissive of dangers.
Thus, on both sides, many were wounded, and plenty were falling
after taking frontal blows. There arose mixed-up sounds of moaning,
shouting, and rallying cries from the melee of the dense struggle. As
for the Macedonians, they were intent on not falling short of their
prior battle courage, while the Thebans could not forget their
children and wives and parents who were now threatened with
enslavement, as every native house was open to the fury of the
Macedonians. And they were to remember the battles of Leuctra and
of Mantinea and those illustrious deeds that were now common
knowledge throughout Greece. So, for a long time the battle
remained evenly fought.7

The Thebans would win or die—all of them, soldiers, slaves, and
civilians. After their spear shafts were shattered and their order lost, the
defenders degenerated into a mob of free-for-all individual fighters. They
were battling as free men for their homes and families, their kin now only a
few hundred yards behind them within the city. For that desperate reason
alone, they remained confident in their famed physical superiority, even
over the better-equipped professional Macedonians.

Yet endless streams of enemy reserves continued to pour into the battle.
Diodorus continues his description with the wearied Thebans’ desperate
final efforts to overcome Macedonian numbers and professionalism:

The Thebans did not concede the victory, but just the opposite:
inspired by the will to win, they now dismissed all dangers. So much
were they emboldened by their courage that they shouted out that
even the Macedonians themselves now agreed that they were their



inferiors. When an enemy sends in fresh reserves, it is customary for
all soldiers to fear these infusions of reinforcements. But the Thebans
alone met these dangers ever more boldly, even as the enemy sent in
against them new troops to supplement those struggling from battle
weariness.8

It is doubtful that the Thebans’ boasts and taunts could be heard over the
din of battle. Few on a losing side ever view the enemy’s use of
reinforcements as reason for optimism. In truth, the defenders’ fate grew
steadily bleaker. Minute by minute, they became more tired and isolated.
Desperate hopes for reinforcements from the city or allies from the south
perished. Any retreat of the Thebans would bring the battle inside the
fortifications—and might entail not just defeat, but the immediate slaughter
of their families. Finally, the sheer numbers of Alexander’s phalangites tore
apart all semblance of order among the Thebans. Macedonians at last broke
through the defenders and headed toward the city walls.

Because the exterior palisades and ditches beneath the Cadmea had been
thrown up and dug hastily, they were now easily knocked over and crossed.
Suddenly a detachment of northerners under Perdiccas, one of the inner
circle of Macedonian generals, spotted an unguarded and mysteriously open
gate to the city itself—the proverbial lapse in famous sieges, whether due to
treachery or incompetence, that undermines an otherwise spirited defense.
Perdiccas, apparently on his own initiative, immediately ordered hundreds
to divert through the unforeseen entrance. That ad hoc decision led to the
breakthrough into Thebes itself. Most of the city’s gates were now
presumably thrown open from the inside. At this point, all plans for a
formal siege gave way to open fighting within the streets of the city.

General terror spread among the citizenry. Any surviving Theban
hoplites outside the walls turned around and likewise rushed back to help
save women, children, the elderly, and their servants. A few of the slaves
and older men feebly tried to bar the entry of more Macedonian
mercenaries. But more often they too fled into the narrow, winding streets
to escape the intruders. “Every man for himself” during sieges proceeds like
depositors panicking during bank runs, when naïve trust in the integrity of
the status quo can ensure being left the most imperiled. Each defender who



forsakes the walls becomes a force multiplier of the collective collapse of
those who remain.

That Theban design flaw—the old citadel of the Cadmea sharing the
main wall of the city—meant, first, that the trapped Macedonian garrison
inside the city was right on top of their brethren just beneath the walls. And,
second, any breach would mean not just an entrance into the city, but a
route right into the high point and last redoubt of Thebes. In comparison
with other, younger cities such as the Peloponnesian fortresses at Mantinea,
Messene, and Megalopolis—many of them built just decades earlier with
help from Theban architects, ironically enough—the ancestral parapets of
Thebes were vastly overrated.

In truth, the legendary reputation of the city’s circuit wall had derived
from the huge stone blocks of earlier Mycenaean fortifications,
mythologized centuries later during the dark age and archaic period as
constructed by the monstrous Cyclopes. Classical Thebans could gaze every
day upon the sizable foundational stones left by their ancestors near or
inside the later classical city. They also prided themselves on a massive
update of their fortifications in the mid fifth century, perhaps completing a
second circuit around the old city. Still, there was no sign that they ever
accomplished anything comparable to the Long Walls at Athens or the
circuits of the Theban-inspired megacities to the south. And walls that
might have withstood the earlier siegecraft of the city-states simply were no
protection against sophisticated Macedonian besiegers.9

Classical Theban defense strategy for over a century had remained both
expeditionary and preemptive: to use the Thebans’ excellent cavalry and
superb infantry to fight at a distance from the city and, if possible, near the
frontier or even in the homeland of the enemy. The fields of Boeotia—the
political and geographical region surrounding the capital at Thebes—were
feared by all Greeks as the “dancing floor of war.” The epithet was
deserved. Dozens of battlefields dotted the Boeotian landscape, except
around the walls of Thebes itself. But now the traditional Theban battle
space had been reduced to just a few acres in and outside the city itself.10

During the rout, pockets of the retreating Theban hoplites were tangled
up and battered by their own confused horsemen, as some of the braver
Theban cavalry likewise had raced to the rear to save their families inside



the walls. The jumble of mounted men mixed in with infantry made even
chaotic resistance almost impossible. To make matters even worse,
suddenly the once-trapped Macedonian garrison in the Cadmea broke out
from the inner city. The result was that the doomed defenders were soon
squeezed between a hammer and anvil of Macedonians. Diodorus even
notes that the Thebans were often trampled by their own cavalry and
speared by their weapons:

But during these operations, the retreating Thebans’ cavalry galloped
alongside the infantry into the city. And many trampled—and then
killed—lots of their own men. In their own abject disorder, they kept
fleeing into the city in disorder. But then they became mired among a
maze of alleys and trenches, lost their footing, tripped, and kept
being killed by their own weapons. Just at that moment, the
Macedonian garrison in the Cadmea burst out of the citadel, engaged
the Thebans, and in their confusion made a great slaughter of them.11

The killing spree did not cease until nightfall. Calm came only with the
virtual annihilation of the Theban military and the end of all resistance from
noncombatants, many of whom were simply murdered in their homes.
Alexander had by design unleashed zealots from the surrounding Boeotian
towns, especially the notorious Theban-haters of the smaller cities of
Plataea, Thespiae, and Orchomenos. All would be richly rewarded after the
Theban defeat; they were given a major say in the fate of the captives, and
remunerated handsomely when put in charge of the redistribution and
appropriation of Theban farmland and the sale of enslaved Thebans.

Most of these satellite-townsmen were the historical enemies of Thebes.
Yet they remained a minority in the Theban-led Boeotian confederacy, and
earlier had once eagerly joined the agendas of the great liberator of the
Messenian helots, Epaminondas. They were now seen by the Macedonians
as ideal successors to the rebellious Thebans, and might act as Vichy-like
collaborators once the yoke of their capital of Boeotia at Thebes was
broken. The vengeance of these gangs of apostate Boeotians served as an
accelerant to the growing hatred spawned by the Macedonians’ mounting
losses, and their furor that the Thebans had dared revolt against the young



king. The resulting combined frenzy sealed the fate of the trapped
survivors.12

Nearly five hundred years after the destruction of Thebes, the Roman
historian Arrian gave a vivid description of the last hours of the hallowed
city. Like the earlier Diodorus, he drew on lost contemporary Greek
historians, in this case especially Ptolemy, a Macedonian general and
comrade of Alexander. Thus, Arrian’s account is likely to be reasonably
accurate, if drawn almost exclusively from the Macedonian side. He
confirmed that local Boeotians, even more so than the Macedonians, were
responsible for much of the opportunistic bloodletting once organized
Theban resistance ceased. Often the besiegers of an iconic city incorporated
as allies local and indigenous people—the Balkan Christians among
Mehmet II’s invaders, the Numidian cavalry who aided Scipio Aemilianus
at Carthage, or the Tlaxcalans who joined Cortés’s conquistadors. Such
opportunistic states either chafed under the imperialism of a hegemonic city
or knew best the opportunities for plunder if the rich mother city fell. So
now they calculated that the invaders indeed were likely to succeed, and
they wanted to end up on the winning side.

One reason that Alexander apparently had outsourced the final mop-up
dirty work to local rival Greeks was to ensure Greek-on-Greek carnage.
That pretense of an internal Greek civil war might lessen his own
culpability and help Macedonian propaganda that Greeks, not Macedonians,
had brutally dealt with their own renegade city:

Then the furor arose not so much on the part of the Macedonians as
among the Phocians, Plataeans and the other Boeotians. In reckless
fashion they cut down the Thebans who offered no resistance. They
even fell upon some in their houses, where they had sought a way to
defend themselves. They spared no others who were praying for
salvation to the gods in their temples, and neither the women nor the
children.13

Such hatred was abhorrent. But it was somewhat understandable. The
Thebans in the past had razed the neighboring Boeotian cities of
Orchomenos, Plataea, and Thespiae. The offspring of any survivors of those



mini-holocausts now repaid the descendants of the perpetrators in kind.
Diodorus provides an even more horrific final scene than Arrian, as he
focuses on the Macedonians’ unambiguous role in the murdering of
civilians:

As the Macedonians shouted threats, they further pressed themselves
on the forlorn people, killing all whom they encountered, without
sparing any. The Thebans, for their part, still desperately counted on
their vanishing hope of victory. They so judged their lives as nothing
that when they met any enemy, they swarmed him and endured his
attacks. Once the city was captured, no one of the Thebans was seen
begging the Macedonians to spare his life. Nor did any in cowardly
fashion fall and grab on to the knees of the victors. But neither did
the agony of their bravery earn any pity from their enemies nor did
the day’s length satiate the savagery of their revenge. Instead, the
entire city was ransacked. Everywhere both boys and girls were
bound into captivity even as they pathetically cried out the names of
their mothers.14

The Thebans were within a single day completely defeated. Their army
was routed and erased from history. But what were the victors to do with
the more than thirty thousand residents still alive, captives trapped inside
what was now their own prison? Were all the Thebans to be seen as
collectively guilty of the rebellion? In one sense, the Thebans had a
consensual government and thus the proverbial people had voted in their
ecclesia (“political assembly”) to revolt. On the other hand, were there any
surviving Theban collaborationists or supporters of Alexander’s vision of a
new Panhellenic anti-Persian coalition who would deserve exemption from
punishment?15

Such particulars mostly proved irrelevant, at least in the general street-
by-street rampage. Instead, what followed the cessation of fighting was the
summary execution of most surviving adult males, at least the majority who
were not priests or could not prove any Macedonian ties. The killing was
accompanied by the mass enslavement of thousands of young, old, and
female Thebans. A complete razing of the physical infrastructure of the city



ensued. In other words, both the material “Thebes” and the idea of
ethnically, linguistically, and politically distinct “Thebans” living there, for
all practical purposes, ceased to exist.

Ancient historical accounts and popular belief agreed that the
destruction was total, absolute, and ruthless. Plutarch adds additional
information that the battle ceased only when the last survivors of the
Theban army had made a desperate last stand in the city, between
Alexander’s attackers and the Macedonian garrison that had sortied out of
the Cadmea. Otherwise, Plutarch matter-of-factly confirms the trapped and
surrounded were killed where they stood, thus ensuring the city was
“captured, plundered, and razed.” Although Plutarch wrote 450 years after
the end of the city, he lived at Chaeronea, a mere thirty miles from Thebes,
and thus was probably familiar with now lost contemporary local Boeotian
historians, monuments, and inscriptions.16

There are no accurate figures of the size of the population of Thebes in
335 BC. Scholarly estimates put the total inside and near the walls
somewhere around 30,000–50,000 residents—one of the larger Greek urban
cores, but still far smaller than the populations of the three largest ancient
Greek cities: Athens (ca. 150,000), Corinth (ca. 90,000), and Syracuse (ca.
100,000). Consequently, Thebes was an easier target for extinction than the
more populous Greek metropolises, especially because it was landlocked
and could neither be supplied by sea nor send survivors to safety in ships.
Typically, ancient accounts do not separate combat from civilian deaths. In
addition to the difficulty of discovering the accurate number of survivors, it
is also almost impossible to determine exactly how many Thebans died in
battle per se. All that said, we have enough consistent and exact numbers of
general deaths and enslavements to appreciate the totality of Alexander’s
carnage.17

Plutarch wrote unambiguously that there were only a few small
categories of residents who escaped execution or slavery: “After separating
out the priests, and all those who were on friendly terms with the
Macedonians, and those who were descendants of Pindar (the legendary
early fifth-century BC lyric poet) and those who had voted against the
rebellion, he sold all the rest into slavery—and they numbered more than
20,000, while those who had been slain were more than six thousand.”



Plutarch also relates a human-interest tale of one of the rare survivors,
the noblewoman Timocleia, widow of Theagenes, who had heroically
perished at the head of the Sacred Band at Chaeronea. Once Alexander’s
Thracian contingents were let loose, some broke into Timocleia’s house and
stripped it. Their leader raped her. Then after he threatened to kill her unless
she produced more gold and silver, Timocleia pointed to the house well, the
proverbial household safe place in times of war. As their commander peered
in, she pushed him down the hole then stoned the trapped Thracian until he
died.

The dead commander’s thugs bound and brought Timocleia to
Alexander for execution. In supposedly typical Alexandrian heroic fashion,
he was more impressed by the details of her spunk and courage than
concerned about the murder of one of his more savage and expendable
barbarian henchmen. So he released her and her children to safety. We have
no idea how many, if any, more elite Thebans were given amnesty by the
unpredictable Alexander.18

Plutarch apparently included this anecdote not so much to emphasize
Alexander’s mercurial magnanimity, as both to illustrate the fanatical level
of civilian resistance to the victors, and to suggest the real barbarity was
due to freelancing foreign auxiliaries rather than the Macedonian army on
direct orders from Alexander himself. In this regard, we should also
remember Thucydides’s earlier story of the sickening slaughter of
schoolboys at the nearby Theban town of Mycalessos during the
Peloponnesian War. That ancient war crime was also perpetrated by similar
roving Thracian gangs, an apparent stereotype of wartime barbarism in
Greek historical literature. In 413 BC, the Thracian mercenaries had gone on
to slaughter every man, woman, and child in the small city, effectively
wiping out Mycalessos. So the Thracian role in destroying Thebes also
provided an opportunity for the Boeotian Plutarch to emphasize the sad
fates of Boeotian cities and their defense of civilization beset by northern,
non-Hellenic barbarism.19

Except for his smaller number of the enslaved, Plutarch’s totals of the
combat losses are roughly echoed by Arrian. Both again probably drew on
many of the same lost sources. Arrian also concurs with Plutarch in his
generalization that “more than 500 Macedonians were killed,” as well as



6,000 Theban fatalities. But like Diodorus he reports a greater, and more
likely, figure for the enslaved—some “30,000 sold into slavery.”

Diodorus added final summaries about Macedonian dead and the
Theban property that was plundered: “Over six thousand Thebans perished,
more than 30,000 were captured, and the amount of property plundered was
unbelievable. The king gave burial to the Macedonian dead, more than five
hundred in number.”20

The general numbers who perished at Thebes are clear enough. Some six
thousand Thebans likely were killed in the fighting and during the murders
and executions that followed. That was a ghastly figure by the standards of
the usual battles between Greek city-states, which, remember, on average
were smaller than Roman or later European cities. The sum might have
included all the infantrymen and horsemen lost in the fighting, all the
civilians who resisted and were murdered in the streets, and a few surviving
adult males executed in the aftermath.

We have some contemporary context for the number of dead from the
fatalities three years earlier at the climactic pitched battle of Chaeronea,
where Philip II finally destroyed organized Greek resistance. There the total
number of actual combatants was far greater (ca. 60,000–70,000). Yet the
routed Athenians and Thebans suffered together only around 2,000 deaths,
the Macedonians less than 150. Indeed, even at the ferocious battle of
Leuctra (371 BC), the losing Spartans suffered only 1,000 dead. So we can
assume that the very idea of 6,000 slain Thebans was an extraordinary loss
for a classical Greek city-state and again reflects the absolute obliteration of
the Theban army and the slaughter inside the city that ensued.21

Arrian notes that Alexander sold “into slavery the women and children,
and as many of the males as survived.” Like Plutarch he noted exceptions to
the mass executions and enslavement, such as “those who were priests or
priestesses, and who were guest-friends bound to Philip or Alexander or had
been public agents of the Macedonians. They say that Alexander preserved
the house and the descendants of the poet Pindar, out of respect for his
memory.”22

The aggregate number of exempted clerics, pro-Macedonian operatives,
descendants of Pindar, and various Theban turncoats could not have been
large. When the dead are combined with the thirty thousand slaves, we



should assume that the majorities of those Thebans alive when Alexander
arrived at the city within twenty-four hours either perished or were
enslaved.

We are also told that the slave-sellers who auctioned off the thirty
thousand Theban men, women, and children made a profit of some 440
talents, or 2,640,000 drachmas. That sum amounts to about 88 drachmas per
head, an extraordinary figure for such a quick and mass sale of thousands.
In general, the price of a slave varied widely throughout the Greek world
across time and space. It was often set by the supply and demand of war,
especially in cases where thousands from a defeated city were put on the
market all at once by the money-strapped victors. Our late source for the
Theban slave sale, the historian Justin, also claimed that one selling point
was sheer hatred of the Thebans by the neighboring Boeotian purchasers—
as if witnessing their continued torment as slaves was an added incentive
for the buyers. Such enmity apparently helped to drive up the price of the
enslaved survivors.

One drachma a day was considered a classical Greek daily wage for
labor, so the price per enslaved was about the equivalent of eighty-eight
days’ worth of labor, or about a quarter of the average Greek’s annual
income. Among the newly enslaved were also the existing slaves of the
Thebans. They simply changed their masters and were sold off along with
their previously free owners.23

The enslaved were branded and then likely either resold for higher
prices in the years following the end of Thebes, or were worked to death
given the great number of aged and infirm. Their fate depended somewhat
on their skills, age, and sex. Educated older Thebans might become
household slaves, doing everything from domestic chores to tutoring.
Younger females might be sold off as prostitutes, mistresses, household
workers, weavers, or wet nurses. Most younger males, however, would
likely end up in harsher conditions as farm workers and field hands, or
resold across the border to work in the Athenian silver mines.

We have no figures for how many civilians, like Timocleia, had either
been exempted by Alexander, fled the city during the early days of the
resistance before the arrival of Alexander, or snuck out from the walls in the
three days between Alexander’s arrival and the destruction of the city.



Several sources speak of Theban “exiles,” yet we have no idea whether they
were mostly prior refugees who had earlier fled the subjugated Thebes, or a
few survivors of the rebellion against Alexander.

Even here Alexander’s wrath was not quenched by mass death and
enslavement. He issued an edict to all the Greek city-states that any of the
Theban exiles living in their environs were to be expelled, either to wander
stateless or to be turned over to the Macedonians. The decree in part
reflected Alexander’s anger at how the previously docile Thebans were said
to have been goaded to revolt by the arrival of once-exiled Theban agitators
who had returned to the city to foment rebellion.

After the city’s destruction, the Athenian firebrands made peace with
Alexander. Their orators pleaded on behalf of the few Thebans who abroad
had survived the extermination of their city. Eventually, under changed
conditions, some of the exiles apparently survived and were given refuge by
individual city-states. A very few may have participated in later
Macedonian efforts to build a smaller new Thebes on the rubble of the
old.24

So what exactly was the fate of the physical city, the infrastructure of
Thebes itself? After all, our sources variously talk of finality, of Thebes
“razed to the ground” (kataskapsai es edaphos), with the exception of the
poet Pindar’s house and sacred precincts and temples. Were such vivid
descriptions and exaggerations similar to ancient accounts of farmland
being “destroyed” or “cut down” or “burnt” by enemy ravagers that in fact
rarely resulted in total losses?

Perhaps not. Whereas the farmland of Boeotia likely covered some
twelve hundred square miles, and agricultural devastation conducted during
active wartime conditions was often contested and limited in duration by
the brief campaigning season, the Macedonians now faced no such inherent
obstacles or resistance. The size of the urban core of Thebes proper was
only a few hundred acres. Thebes was no Carthage or Constantinople. The
Macedonian army and its Boeotian henchmen constituted a huge labor force
of destruction. No doubt the thirty thousand enslaved Theban survivors



were pressed into the humiliating work of leveling their own homes and
city.25

So a total annihilation of Thebes was certainly likely. It was seen so by
contemporary observers who mourned Thebes’s final disappearance.

Yet in a world of human and animal muscular labor such destruction was
no easy task. Despite the incorporation of noninflammable stone
foundations, mudbrick walls, and tile roofs, ancient houses could be torched
by igniting wooden rafters and supporting lumber to cause a general
collapse. Clay roof tiles and dressed stone were valuable commodities in
the ancient Greek world. So, we should assume that, as in the case of the
sale of slaves, peddlers swarmed the desolate site and auctioned off stones,
bricks, and tiles to the surrounding Boeotians.

The task of carting away salvageable building materials would have
taken months, if not years. Indeed, contemporary extant inscriptions on
stone reveal that the pro-Macedonian Boeotians who helped raze the city
were using the spoils—such as gold, silver, bronze, and iron utensils and
salvageable wooden furniture—to endow shrines and buildings for years to
come. The urban core and the surrounding farmland of Theban families
were sold off as well at property auctions, or divided up among the
Boeotians who had joined the Macedonians in the fighting.26

The historian Arrian ends his sad account by remarking that locals were
left to finish the auction of spoils and guard the desolation:

Alexander allotted the final settlement of Theban matters to the allies
who had a share in the action. They found it wise to secure the
Cadmea with a garrison; to raze the city to the ground; to redistribute
among themselves all the lands, except what was consecrated to the
gods; and to sell into slavery the women and children, and as many
of the men who had thus far survived.27

In sum, on the first day of the siege, the city of Thebes was as it had always
been for the prior 350 years. Within days, there were neither Thebans nor a
Thebes at all. At the conclusion of the battle, Alexander momentarily was
unsure, or feigned uncertainty, about the eventual fate of the survivors. The
politics were tricky, aside from the more immediate logistical challenges of



providing for a sizable surviving Greek population of thirty thousand or
more without means of support.

On the one hand, Thebes was the most hallowed of the city-states, the
mythical home of Panhellenic heroes and gods like Herakles and the god
Dionysus. The most renowned of Greece’s tragic archetypes—Antigone,
Cadmus, Oedipus, Pentheus, Teiresias, and Semele—were synonymous
with Theban lore. The city and its environs had produced some of the
greatest names in Greek poetry, such as Hesiod and Pindar, and their repute
apparently remained dear to Alexander and the Macedonians.

The followers of Pythagoras had enjoyed a large cult in Thebes. There
was also a Socratic philosophical following in the city. The Theban
philosophers Simmias and Cebes appear or are mentioned in Socratic
discourse in both Plato and Xenophon. Crates, the Theban Cynic, was at the
time a student of Diogenes of Athens. The Theban and Pythagorean
Epaminondas, just three decades after his death, was by popular consent
considered the greatest man Greece had produced. The Roman Cicero three
centuries later would still proclaim him Princeps Graecae (“First Man of
Greece”). So did Alexander really wish to exterminate the home of such a
rich philosophical and cultural tradition?28

More germanely, if Alexander razed the city and killed or enslaved the
surviving population, he still could not be sure of the reaction from the
other fifteen hundred or so Greek city-states. True, in the numerous wars of
the Greeks, there were plenty of occasions when the losing poleis were
leveled. But neither an obliterated tiny Melos nor Plataea approached the
area or population of classical Thebes.

Other cities, such as Athens and Sparta, had been defeated, and their
victorious enemies either occupied their city centers or had reached their
suburbs, but both survived intact defeats in 403 and 369, respectively. The
squabbling city-states in general did not wish to see their major poleis, such
as Athens, Sparta—or Thebes—razed to the ground.

So there were some reasons for leniency. Alexander was a student of his
late father’s Macedonian propaganda. Philip II had disingenuously preached
for two decades that the monarchy simply wished to unite the perennially
squabbling and self-destructive city-states into a Panhellenic coalition.
Then, as an indivisible Greek-speaking people, all the city-states under



Macedonian leadership would in unison invade Asia. They would liberate
the fellow Greeks of Asia Minor. They would pay back the Persians for
nearly two centuries of interference in Hellenic affairs, including two
invasions of the Greek mainland. And more practically, they would all
become collectively rich by looting the cities and treasuries of the
Achaemenid Empire. Slaughtering the unarmed inhabitants of one of the
most renowned cities in Greece on the eve of such a project was likely not
conducive to such an ecumenical narrative.29

Thebes, along with Sparta, Athens, and Corinth, had traditionally formed
a tetrad of the most prestigious, powerful, and influential of the Greek
mainland states, perhaps analogous to the preeminence of the early
nineteenth-century American cities of Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and
Washington. There was a tradition that while the tetrad fought each other in
shifting alliances, and the victors often threatened the extinction of the
defeated, such obliteration of major cities had never yet occurred.

On the other hand, there were even more realist arguments for
Macedonian severity. Alexander was only twenty-one. He was untested. His
kingship was the freak result of the assassination of his father, who should
have been king for at least another decade or two. The murder of this forty-
six-year-old military genius had immediately prompted numerous coup
attempts against Alexander from prominent, older, and established
claimants to the throne. Assassination plots were still rife. There remained
potential rebellions of subject cities to the north throughout the Macedonian
empire.

To exterminate the Thebans, then, would serve several purposes. Most
importantly, it would signal any would-be Macedonian rivals to the throne
that Alexander was ruthless, and recklessly and unpredictably so. If he was
not afraid to wipe out the most legendary of Greek cities, then certainly he
would deal with Macedonian court conspirators even more harshly.

Next, the ruins of Thebes would warn the Greeks of the wages of
rebellion. Post facto, it did just that. Would-be allied polis revolutionaries
not only ceased their agitation on rumors of his invasion but also, within
days of Alexander’s arrival at Thebes, they were rooting out any of his pro-
Theban opponents within their own cities. At the same time, the city-states
were sending obsequious delegations professing their unlimited support.



Annihilation would immediately remove the final obstacles to the
impending invasion of Asia Minor, whose planning and preparations had
been started under Philip II in Asia Minor itself the year prior. Alexander
was especially infuriated by the Persian hiring of Greek mercenaries. He
assumed that the extermination of Thebes would send a message that Greek
soldiers for Persian hire might consider the fate of their Theban brethren.
Yet even after the leveling of the city, thousands of Greeks, both in Greece
and Asia Minor, enlisted in the service of the Persians to stop Alexander.
Perhaps some twenty thousand would fight against him in his first great
battle at Granicus (334 BC), and Greek mercenaries continued to be hired by
the Persians at Issus (333 BC).30

There were already reports from Asia Minor of growing resistance to
preliminary preparations by Alexander’s generals. They urged him to settle
the Greek home front as quickly and permanently as possible. In a cynical
sense, Alexander realized that his severity at Thebes would prompt calls for
Greek unity under Macedonian leadership, and that any clemency would
embolden talk of Panhellenic resistance to foreign tyranny.

Moreover, young Alexander had tried to follow his late father’s carrot-
and-stick lead in strategic thinking, especially in responses to insurgency.
Philip in 348 BC, just thirteen years prior, had dealt in existential fashion
with the rebellious and influential northern Greek city-state Olynthus on the
Chalcidian peninsula. He quickly conducted a short and successful
occupation of the historic capital of a thirty-two-city-state league. After he
oversaw the enslavement and sale of the surviving population, the entire
city was razed. Such ruthlessness was followed by immediate gestures of
goodwill toward Macedon from most terrified northern Greek cities.

Apparently, neither Philip nor Alexander worried that their respective
annihilations of two great Greek cities, Olynthus and Thebes, might
boomerang back on their legacies as monstrous and illustrative of half-
civilized Macedonians to be fought to the death rather than appeased.31

Alexander and Philip also likely had personal reasons for feeling a
particular animosity toward Thebes. As a boy, Philip had greatly admired
Epaminondas, the great Theban general who ended Spartan power. Indeed,
he had spent several years as a hostage (ca. 368–365 BC) in Thebes during
his own father’s reign, apparently absorbing military strategy and



diplomacy from Epaminondas himself. When he became king, he adopted
Theban infantry protocols along with his own tactical innovations. Yet
Thebes did not return the admiration, and in fact led the opposition to
Philip.

There were other reasons to end Thebes and massacre Thebans.
Alexander sensed that Thebes was also deeply hated by its Boeotian
neighbors for a variety of reasons, some quite warranted. The Theban
hegemony (371–362 BC) traditionally had forced satellite city-states to
remain subordinates rather than ascend to partnership with Thebes. The
capital had always dealt harshly with any polis in the Boeotian league
suspected of foreign intrigue. Indeed, as we have seen, the chief reason
there were Plataeans, Thespians, and Orchomenians murdering Thebans in
the streets was because Thebes at various times had razed all three of these
neighboring cities and enslaved their populations. Their neighbors, the
Phocians, likewise shared prior grievances and were eager for Thebes’s
destruction. Some of our sources mention additional “other” Boeotians of
unnamed city-states who also loathed the Thebans and participated in the
rampage.

Thebes was also still scorned for siding with the Persians during the
Persian War of the early fifth century BC. While Sparta and Athens were
earning undying glory at Thermopylae and Salamis, and leading a grand
coalition to final victory at the climactic battle of Plataea, Thebes, to its
eternal infamy, in 480 BC had allied itself with the Persian invaders.

While Theban myths were dramatic Panhellenic boilerplate, they were
also grotesque reminders of something creepy and perverse about the Greek
past, and in particular of eerie events in the city beneath the shadows of
Mount Cithaeron. Greeks noted that all the worst pathologies of the
Athenian tragic stage—the supposed “ancient infamy” of the “old crimes”
of incest, patricide, fratricide, filicide, matricide, beheading, self-mutilation,
orgiastic excess—characterized the Theban houses of Oedipus and Cadmus.
The horrific tales of mythological characters such as Eteocles and
Polynices, Laius, Jocasta and Oedipus, and Pentheus and Agave seemed
properly representative of Thebes. These old stories were popularly
reenacted in the theater of Dionysus at Athens, traditionally Thebes’s most
proximate enemy. Justin noted that this theme was central in the arguments



for destroying Thebes: “They also brought forward the fabulous accounts of
their old crimes, with which they had filled every theater, to make them
odious not only for their recent perfidy, but for their ancient infamy.”32

The Macedonians also benefited by wiping out the putative strategic and
military leader of the Greek city-states. Before the catastrophic Greek
defeat at the battle of Chaeronea, a unified Boeotia under Thebes had led
the Greek resistance to Macedon. Destroying Thebes weakened the unity of
Boeotia and thus a nexus of anti-Macedonian resistance. Boeotia, itself
without a large capital, was no longer to be feared. Its leadership would be
fragmented and dispersed. The Boeotians would be left squabbling among
their small cities in a new world while the old giants Athens and Sparta,
once fearsome military powers, were reduced to empty megaphones.33

Moreover, Macedonians were Greek-like rather than considered true
Hellenes. They spoke a closely related but still somewhat different language
that was only partially understandable to Greeks of the south. In addition to
linguistic and ethnic differences, they were wedded to anti-Hellenic
traditions of monarchy and political agendas that precluded free and
autonomous city-states.

The half-Greek, half-Macedonian Alexander, for all his pious later
regrets about leveling Thebes, and Panhellenic blather about the “freedom
of the Greeks,” characteristically showed little empathy for any who
crossed him, whether individuals or collective peoples. He certainly did not
bequeath democratic ideals to his dictatorial successors in the Hellenistic
world. The list of his razed cities, enslaved peoples, and slaughtered friends
and enemies would only grow over the next decade in Asia.34

Alexander elicited the views of the conquered and emasculated Greek
states only if and when he assumed they would dovetail with his own
wishes. Only in that context did he formally put the fate of the Thebans to
the League of Corinth, Philip’s servile council of Greek city-states—with
special deference to those poleis that had participated in the recent battle—
in a faux-display of democratic concern. He played the role of the later
Pontius Pilate, in simulating a reluctant concession to the harsh verdict of
his allies.

In truth, Alexander knew instinctively that the toady Greek
representatives among the League of Corinth would surely call for the



harshest of penalties against Thebes, if only to avoid the now idle
Macedonian military marching on their own walls. So Alexander welcomed
the airing of Boeotian demands for no mercy due to centuries of alleged
Theban sins. He was not disappointed. The list of pent-up grievances from
venomous anti-Theban Boeotian states ranged back even to mythical times.
The historian Justin reviewed the laundry list of Theban transgressions:

In the deliberations about the destruction of the city, the Phocians,
Plataeans, Thespians, and Orchomenians—allies of Alexander and
participants in his battle victory—kept emphasizing the destruction
of their own cities and the cruelty of the Thebans. They railed against
them, not only because of their present, but also their past aid to the
Persians against the interests of the freedom of Greece. For that
reason, they said, the city had become the object of general hatred, as
was clear when all had given oaths to destroy Thebes once the
Persians should be conquered.35

Cleadas, a Theban rhetorician and now a prisoner facing enslavement or
death, begged the Macedonian victors to spare the captives and preserve the
city. Cleadas cited legal, historical, and mythological grounds for leniency,
guided by his own self-interest in living as a free man one more day. He
argued perversely that the Thebans had technically revolted only upon the
false rumors of Alexander’s demise, as if such erroneous calculation was a
principled decision. Cleadas apparently reasoned on behalf of the doomed
that they did not know whether a supposedly deceased Alexander’s
Macedonian heirs would have abided by their late leader’s arrangements
with the Greeks. In legally reductionist terms, the Thebans were thus guilty
only of wishing to rebel against a dead Alexander’s killers, and thus could
now logically become allies of the living Alexander. How the Thebans’
current armed struggle against a young king, still very much alive, bolstered
such a plea we cannot know.

In the end, the desperate Cleadas had the unfortunate task of convincing
Alexander that his fellow Thebans were not opportunistic when they
searched for any event that might weaken their overlords. Rather
ingeniously, he portrayed Thebans as good lawyers who saw the would-be



Macedonian claimants to the supposedly dead Alexander’s throne as less
trustworthy than their late king. In the end, no one bought such a ridiculous
argument.

Cleadas, however, did add at least one logical and realistic point: that
destroying Thebes was redundant. After all, its youth of military age were
mostly already dead. Its military was nonexistent. The city was now largely
the pitiful domain of the elderly, women, children, and the enfeebled. He
then finished with an emotional appeal to the common mythological roots
of Theban panhellenism, an allusion aimed directly at Alexander’s
celebrated worship of Herakles:

He sought a reprieve from the king also on grounds of his
superstitious affinity for Herakles, who had been born among the
Thebans, and from whom the clan of the Aeacidae was descended,
and also from awareness that the youth of his father Philip had been
spent at Thebes. And so he begged to spare a city, one which had
celebrated as gods some of Alexander’s own ancestors who had been
born in it, and had viewed others who had been raised there as kings
of the greatest stature.36

As Arrian recorded the debate, the aggrieved pro-Macedonian Boeotians
also reminded Alexander that the Thebans had not only betrayed the Greeks
in 480 BC some 145 years prior, but also they had attacked nearby Plataea
during the Peloponnesian War, precipitating a war in which the Thebans
demanded and achieved the neighboring city-state’s destruction. In
addition, after the defeat of Athens in the Peloponnesian War (nearly
seventy years earlier), the Thebans had in vain begged their allies, the
occupying and victorious Spartans, to level Athens. That the Thebans had
made even the Spartans appear lenient was a good argument in the present
against showing leniency to them. In sum, Thebes had a long history of
advocating and carrying out the destruction of quite a few city-states, and
now the goddess Nemesis would have her way.37

Nor can we omit the role of the irrational. The Thebans had not just
defied Alexander, but after refusing his terms had insulted his envoys. On
the prompting of the Theban exiles who arrived back home before the siege,



they had earlier murdered two of the Macedonian garrison’s officers inside
the city, along with a few prominent Thebans in Alexander’s puppet
government. In the battle, Theban hoplites had slain five hundred of his best
troops. In other words, Alexander suffered more fatalities at Thebes than he
had three years earlier at Chaeronea and would in six months in his initial
great victory over the Persians at Granicus (May 334). Even at his
masterpiece victory over the Persians at Gaugamela (331 BC), Alexander
reportedly lost only five hundred infantrymen. For the Macedonians, the
death at Thebes of five hundred professionals on the eve of invading Persia
was a terrible—and unforgivable—loss.

Some scholars add still another motive, one more personal. Just as
Alexander’s father Philip II had razed Olynthus on the charge that the city-
state’s citizens preferred one of Philip’s rival claimants to the Macedonian
throne, so Alexander suspected the Thebans were not so much eager to
throw off the Macedonian yoke as to replace his claim to Philip’s throne
with that of his rival Amyntas, a general deemed more favorable to the
Greeks.38

Nonetheless, Alexander found a solution to his dilemma. By outsourcing
the decision to a “majority vote” of his Greek allies representing the League
of Corinth, Alexander would assuage some Boeotian hatred of Thebes. The
Theban-haters would get their chance at revenge and profit. The
Macedonian-haters could blame fellow Greeks rather than Alexander for the
slaughter.

The unleashing of the vengeful Boeotians upon the helpless citizens of
Thebes was in many ways analogous to Wehrmacht policies following the
June 1941 invasion of the Soviet Union. The Nazis often contracted out
some of their barbarity to local fascists in Eastern Europe and the Baltic
states. Indeed, in this regard, two fatal weaknesses of the targeted are
thematic in our study of doomed states. First, so often their supposed
“friends” or allies either joined in the destruction, or carefully kept quiet at
a safe distance. And second, on the eve of the invasion the defenders were
often internally squabbling and fractious, and never could really unite in the
face of a common enemy.

There was again the financial argument. Selling the entire surviving
population to slave auctioneers earned Alexander, as mentioned, 440



talents. That sum was the equivalent of paying more than seven thousand of
his soldiers together a year’s worth of wages, apparently a far preferable
proposition than providing sustenance for thousands of the helpless in the
occupied city.39

In the end, Alexander also found a legalistic pretext for no mercy. His
Greek surrogates judged the Thebans guilty of dishonoring the gods by
having violated their sacred oaths as members of Alexander’s own stooge
League of Corinth, namely, their prior pledge to unite in common cause
under Macedonian leadership against the Persians. The so-called delegates
ruled that the Thebans had betrayed not just Alexander, but also their fellow
Hellenic states.40

How did contemporaries later explain the chain of disastrous Theban
decisions that step by step led to the destruction of their culture, people, and
city? At any given point in the fall and winter of 335 BC, a different choice,
a demurral, a step back might have resulted in an occupied, but extant
Thebes. The city might otherwise have been like the other cities that had
remained unfree—but alive—under Macedonian stewardship. In short, how
did the Thebans miscalculate so badly as to stage a doomed rebellion, and
then allow a likely defeat to become a certain annihilation?

The Thebans’ first decision, disastrous in retrospect, was a complete
miscalculation of both their military power and their prestige and influence
among the city-states. Their confidence in the Theban army was
anachronistic, as if they were back thirty-five years earlier in the days of the
Theban hegemony (371–362 BC). Moreover, for some reason the Thebans
believed that if they alone dared defy Alexander, thousands of other Greeks
would flock to their cause. Others well might have, but only if Thebes had
first defeated the huge Macedonian army descending on it from the north.

The problem was not just that the Thebans had an antiquated or indeed
romantic view of their own past. They also had never fully appreciated the
military revolution brought about by Philip II and his once rustic and
slighted Macedonians. His new army’s use of the longer pike, or sarissa; a
much better integrated use of larger contingents of heavy and light cavalry



and assorted missile troops; the élan and drill of a professional phalanx; the
key inspirational role of a mounted king at the head of his army—a force
now much larger than the population of most city-states—all had rendered
obsolete the old agrarian hoplite militias of the city-states.

The Theban failure to fully appreciate the consequences of Philip’s
military revolution was especially ironic, given that during young Philip’s
three critical years as a hostage (369–367 BC), he was under the
custodianship of Pammenes, a leader of the Theban Sacred Band. The
teenager, even if only fifteen to seventeen years old during these hostage
years, knew Epaminondas and Pelopidas, both generals at the pinnacle of
their military and political careers. Scholars have argued that many of the
military reforms Philip enacted a decade later were drawn from his earlier
firsthand observations or related accounts of the tactical and organizational
genius of Epaminondas himself, particularly the Macedonian use of
reserves, the oblique attack of a deepened phalanx, the synchronization of
infantry and cavalry, and the use of an army as a tool of political ideology.
Indeed, Philip had applied many of his earlier lessons learned at Thebes
throughout some twenty years of conquest in which he conducted nearly
thirty successful campaigns. His Macedonian military had successfully
stormed over ten cities and captured another forty-four.41

The second baleful Theban choice was one widely shared by all the
Greek city-states, namely, giving credence to empty rumors from the
returning Theban exiles that Alexander had been assassinated in the north. It
might have been a reasonable supposition, given that Alexander spent the
months after his father’s assassination liquidating rivals to his father’s
throne—many of them blood relations with better connections to the old
guard of Macedonian generals—and in turn avoiding plots.

Many of our ancient sources cite this Theban delight at the very thought
of a dead Alexander as the spark that ignited Theban passions. Again, an
account found in Arrian explicitly blamed the Theban uprising on the return
of self-interested Theban exiles who had earlier been banished by Philip
and now saw their futures as free Thebans contingent on the defeat of the
Macedonians.

Still, it seems incredible that the Thebans could have believed a so
obviously self-interested rumor, spread by exiles whose lives and careers



depended on the budding revolt against Macedon. So unhinged were the
rebellious that they continued to lie that Alexander could not possibly be at
the head of the advancing army—until he showed up beneath their walls.

Note too this predictable, recurring human trait of trusting in hope, or
“danger’s comforter,” as the historian Thucydides characterized such
naïveté. Carthaginians would also want to believe like-minded Macedonian
renegades had drawn off the power of Rome from Africa. Byzantines on the
walls of Constantinople would cling to rumors that a Christian relief fleet
was on its way to the Bosporus. The Aztecs numerous times would
convince themselves that Cortés had been overwhelmed in battle and was
dead.

Exiles had apparently scattered throughout the Greek city-states
following the defeat at Chaeronea. Most were unable to return home, given
the large Macedonian garrison on the Cadmea. The terrified puppet Theban
government had barred them from even visiting their homes. Yet in Arrian’s
narrative, the arriving exiles not only introduced the lie that Alexander was
dead, but also were immediately engaged in a veritable coup to displace the
Vichy-like pro-Macedonian government of Thebes with a democratic
substitute. He notes how easily they whipped up the Theban assembly with
democratic sloganeering:

At this time some of the exiles banished from Thebes who had
entered the city by night, were escorted by those citizens planning a
revolt… Once they had entered the assembly, they incited the
Thebans to rebel from Alexander, by invoking ancient and noble
slogans like “freedom” and “independence,” and at last to free
themselves from the oppression of the Macedonians. They seemed
especially persuasive to the people by insisting that Alexander had
died while among the Illyrians. The rumor was trafficked in by lots
of people and gained credibility because Alexander had been absent
for a long time, and no communications at all had arrived from
him.42

Even if the exiles’ rumors about the death of the twenty-one-year-old
Alexander had been true, once again the Thebans had failed to appreciate



that his army was still led by Philip’s surviving old guard of seasoned
generals, the professionals who had first created the Macedonian military.
Their reputation for institutionalized military superiority is why the rumors
spread that the supposedly dead Alexander’s subordinate Antipater was
leading the march to Thebes. The Theban revolutionaries omitted the fact
that the veterans of some twenty years of constant warring at the side of
Philip meant that even without Alexander, battle-scarred killers like
Antigonus, Antipater, Craterus, Eumenes, Parmenio, and Ptolemy were
more than a match for any Greek city-state general and his army. On the
mainland of Greece, they had no need for Alexander to instruct them in
warcraft, diplomacy, or how to deal with rebellious cities.43

A third miscalculation was misplaced confidence in the power, prestige,
and alliance of the noisy and self-important but now impotent Athenians.
After the end of the Peloponnesian War, Thebes had soon triangulated with
the defeated Athens to prevent an ascendant Spartan hegemony over
Greece. That partnership had later failed at Chaeronea, but there were still
strong ties between the once inimical rivals. The stalwart orator and arch-
Macedonian-hater Demosthenes had not just stirred up Greek hatred of
Alexander. He had also supplied money and arms to the Thebans, with the
unrealistic expectation that Athenian troops might join once Thebes led a
successful Panhellenic rebellion.44

Unfortunately for Thebes, Athens was governed not only by pragmatists,
but also by some statesmen who genuinely supported the Macedonian
cause, were bribed to do so, or were terrified into silence. Athens still had
some luster as Pericles’s “school of Hellas.” Yet it was not merely naïve,
but suicidal for Theban leaders to predicate the fate of thousands of
noncombatants on the fickle revolutionary fervor of nearby Athenians in
general, and in particular of Demosthenes, who reportedly had earlier
tossed his shield and fled in panic as the Athenian army dissipated at
Chaeronea.

Although the Athenians later offered sanctuary to any Theban refugees
who had escaped the battle, upon the initial sight of a live Alexander
heading their way, their revolutionary fervor simply vanished. Or as the
historian Justin dryly put it, when the Athenians saw the Macedonian army
in Attica: “The Athenians, just as they had been the first to rebel, so they



were also the first to regret their rebellion, as they turned their contempt for
their enemy into near worship of him, admiring the once despised
youthfulness of Alexander as superior to older leaders.”

Plutarch remarked that Demosthenes had ensured arms for the Theban
rebels who attacked the Macedonian occupying garrison. The orator had
written letters to Persian generals in Asia to urge them to declare war on
Alexander. Later he had aroused all Greeks to stand with Thebes. Yet once
Alexander leveled Thebes, and then turned his gaze toward Athens and
targeted Demosthenes, in Plutarch’s words, “Demosthenes withered.”45

A fourth Theban blunder was the venom with which their leaders
gratuitously insulted the Macedonian king, turning a political or even
ideological revolt into a matter of personal honor and revenge for the
young, mercurial Alexander. The Thebans had begun their rebellion by
murdering two Macedonian overseers, Amyntas and Timolaüs, who
apparently in peacetime had been walking the streets of Thebes without any
fear of violence.

When Alexander arrived at the walls, the Thebans not only rejected his
terms of capitulation—a rather lenient status quo ante bellum, albeit with
surrender of the instigators—but also mocked Alexander in the process.
Their defiance was understandably aimed at fueling popular furor at the
enemy at their gates. But Theban derision, allegedly incited again by exiles,
also helped to ensure that the city’s annihilation, rather than its mere defeat,
would alone assuage Alexander’s sense of honor.

The historian Diodorus offers a good picture of the unreality at Thebes.
Despite the lack of wherewithal to stop the greatest army the classical world
produced, the Thebans nonetheless pressed on to revile the most dangerous
man alive:

At first, the king kept quiet, allowing the Thebans some time to
change their views, and believing that just a single city would never
even dare to face in battle with such an army.… If the Thebans had
given in to the situation and had negotiated with the Macedonians for
peace and an alliance, then the king would have accepted their
requests with pleasure. And he would have agreed to everything they
had asked, given that he was quite anxious to be free of these



disturbances in Greece and that way he might be able to conduct the
war against Persia without distraction. Finally, however, once he
fathomed that he was hated by the Thebans, he grew intent on
destroying the city. Through such terror, he would crush the zeal of
those daring to revolt against him.

Alexander in vain offered the defiant Thebans one last chance to capitulate
and save their lives and those of their families:

After he prepared his forces for battle, he then sent a herald to
proclaim that any of the Thebans who wanted, could come join him
and thereby enjoy the peace common to all the Greeks. In reply, the
Theban heralds from a high tower in the city, answered in their
confidence that anyone who wanted to join the Great King [the
Persian king] and Thebes to liberate the Greeks and to destroy the
tyrant of Greece should come join them. Alexander grew irate at that
slur and became so enraged that he now decided to inflict upon the
Thebans every sort of punishment. Still furious, he set to work
building siege engines and preparing everything else necessary for
the impending battle.46

In the years after Alexander was done, what was known or left of the
physical city, other than a handful of abandoned religious precincts and the
supposed historical home and descendants of Pindar the poet? Remember
that Thebes was a city-state, not part of a nation of the Boeotians. The so-
called Boeotian federation was only a loose alliance of surrounding and
smaller city-states that shared a similar dialect, history, cults, and ethnic
commonality. But, again, they were not a country. Alexander knew that to
decapitate Thebes and its federation, he simply had to eliminate all Thebans
inside the city, leaving only a few exiles scattered about Greece.

The point is that Thebes was not a Carthage or Constantinople, cities
that had overseen a once huge empire. Unlike a parochial Thebes, both
Carthage and Constantinople at their zeniths mustered manpower and
money well beyond their walls. Even in their decline, they still drew on
natural resources of timber, farmland, and mines from their hinterlands. In



contrast, Thebes, while important to the Boeotians, was not indispensable to
Hellenic civilization. And such a small city-state ipso facto never had any
realistic chance of survival against the greatest besieger of the ancient world
once its Athenian-incited, dreamy Panhellenic rebellion fizzled into
nothingness.

After the end of the city, hostile Boeotian neighbors farmed Theban
land. Given that Thebes was not near stone and clay quarries, most of the
roof tiles of buildings, stone foundations, and walls were valuable flotsam
and jetsam, and thus carted off to neighboring towns. The leveling of the
city and the continual reuse of any salvageable Theban stone and tile
materials over the centuries, coupled with the fact that the modern city sits
atop its ancient predecessors, explain why modern archaeologists have
found few material traces of the Theban cataclysm of 335 BC.

The population, except for a few religious figures and the descendants of
Pindar, was either dead or enslaved. In theory, there were now no free
Theban citizens alive—except a few vestigial exiles in some cities who had
not joined the original influx back into Thebes that had incited the revolt.
Perhaps some had managed to buy their freedom or were emancipated by
sympathetic masters. Names of a handful of Thebans survive. The Athenian
orator Hyperides was said to have bought for an exorbitant price a young
Theban captive, one Phila (“Beloved”) who became his mistress. No doubt
that was a common occurrence.47

There were a few Thebans, or at least a few Boeotian names, later
mentioned during the Macedonian wars against the Persians in Asia. We
have no idea who these survivors were among the few spared by Alexander:
the pro-Macedonian agents and operators of Alexander; former members of
the priestly castes; distant descendants of Pindar; or those resistance
fighters enslaved in 335, who were later freed by their masters and trekked
to Asia to join the Persian army.

Some have suggested that a few Thebans fighting outside the walls
might have escaped the holocaust by fleeing to local ports on the Corinthian
Gulf and taking to sea. Or perhaps some members of the defeated Theban
cavalry took rare opportunities to ride to safety and did not reenter the city,
seeking instead to flee from the losing battle. Arrian, for example, says of
the Theban horsemen that they “filled up the plain” outside the city at one



point. But again, Thebans mentioned later in Greek literature and history
were mostly those few enslaved or spared citizens still alive at Thebes on
the day after Alexander assaulted the city.48

Did the Greeks regret the loss of such an iconic city? At first, no.
Alexander achieved his purposes of bullying any remaining revolutionary
city into submission. For the next twelve years of Alexander’s life, all
Greeks under Macedonian rule either kept quiet about the fate of the
Thebans, or rivaled one another to ingratiate themselves with the
Macedonian occupiers.

But after Alexander’s death in Babylon in 323 BC, and amid the various
rivalries and wars among his many successors and would-be dynasts,
restive, emboldened Greeks began canonizing the fallen Thebans as heroic
resisters. Gradually, the extinction of Thebes was compared to the
disappearance of the moon, or the greatest wordsmith of Greece going
mute. Somehow the once “deserved” Theban fate was transmogrified into
something more lamentable than a staged tragedy.

Indeed, “the sack of Thebes” became a topos of sorts for later Athenian
orators like Aeschines and Dinarchus to outdo each other in praise of past
Theban bravery, as if what Athenians would not do materially for Thebes
while it existed, they would most eagerly do rhetorically after it vanished.
Arrian compiled an entire catalog on how grievously the Greeks later bore
the loss, albeit with him claiming that the destruction was due to divine
anger rather than the furor of his hero Alexander. Indeed, writing five
hundred years later, Arrian judged the destruction of Thebes as the greatest
catastrophe in Greek history. Such crocodile tears are reminiscent of
Western Christendom’s “shock” on hearing the news of the Islamic sack of
Constantinople, a siege that few in the West previously had felt merited
substantial European aid to the Byzantines in extremis.49

After Alexander’s death, the ever-warring, opportunistic successor
Macedonian regents would on occasion encourage Panhellenic anger at the
obliteration of the city. In such revisionism, some pro-Macedonian
historians reminded the Greeks that Alexander himself later regretted his
barbarity and had deliberately sought to make amends by helping any
individual Theban he met.



In such an evolving revisionist climate, a new “Thebes” reappeared in
the historical record some twenty years later, but only after the death of
Alexander the Great. The Macedonian general and successor regent in
Greece, Cassander, refounded a smaller, near-token version of the famous
ancient city on the site, with a shorter circuit wall that encompassed just the
old Theban urban core and the Cadmea acropolis.

Thebes 2.0 had arisen largely as a propaganda effort to appease
subjugated Greeks. Cassander apparently thought he could instill goodwill
by virtue signaling his Panhellenic sympathies; a part of this agenda was the
ploy of restoring what the dead Alexander had taken, erasing the stain of the
devastation of 335 BC. Some sources even suggested that Cassander’s own
widely acknowledged dislike of Alexander had fueled his effort to undo his
former leader’s legacy in Greece.

To remake something on the old Theban site, and provide a classical
veneer to his new Thebes, Cassander apparently rounded up a few of the
Theban exiles absent during the devastation and living abroad as stateless
residents in various Greek cities. He may even have sought out survivors,
either freed slaves or escapees, from the actual day of devastation, on the
theory that they were now seen as patriotic rather than as insurrectionary,
naïve, and foolish. Likewise, he persuaded any die-hard Theban-haters that
it was in their interests to resurrect a city on the Cadmea, especially given
that almost all of their old enemies were dead.50

Most Boeotians, as well as Greeks in general, welcomed the chance to
wipe away at least symbolically the stain of Alexander and resurrect a
replica of the ancient polis. Contemporary inscriptions on stone reveal
widespread Panhellenic interest in either settling at Thebes or contributing
funds for the rebuilding of the city and its walls, albeit on a far smaller
scale. Visitors to the newly reduced Thebes a century later even noted its
modern grid, quite unlike the older Greek cities of meandering narrow
streets that lacked such urban planning.51

Still, the numbers of would-be colonists could not have been large, even
if bolstered by any surviving enslaved Thebans from 335 BC who turned up
or were now purchased or manumitted. Whether defined by demography or
by the physical layout of the new city, this substitute was not Thebes at all.
It was simply a place for mostly Boeotian but non-Theban people, with a



far different government, occupying an old place with the same name as
Thebes.

It was ironic that those who likely had joined in exterminating the
Thebans years earlier may have been among the replacement “Thebans” of
the new city. Those who did nothing to save classical Thebes may have
contributed to the costs of resurrecting its linguistic avatar. It was also
ironic that in Roman times the rebuilt Hellenistic Thebes would be razed
and sacked at least twice: by the Roman general and city-destroyer Lucius
Mummius in 146 BC, and then again by Lucius Cornelius Sulla (85 BC).52

The ersatz Thebes would eventually grow to about a quarter of the
population of the old Thebes. Perhaps by imperial Roman times some ten
thousand to fifteen thousand “Thebans” resided there, even as the urban
core covered a fraction of the former city. Throughout later Hellenistic,
Roman, Byzantine, Frankish, and Ottoman eras, the surrogate Thebes was
known as a provincial backwater, noted for its weaving and silk industries.
It remained a regional political nexus for the surrounding agrarian towns of
Boeotia, but never again regained the stature, population, or influence of the
Thebes of old.

Today, the name “Thebes” is almost entirely associated with the original,
legendary city of Greece, not with the pale Hellenistic imitation. The
modern city of nearly forty thousand residents sits atop the ruins of what
Alexander destroyed and enjoys a robust agricultural and manufacturing
economy. It is also aided by its status as a slight detour on the Athens-
Delphi tourist route, in part because the famous battlefields of Chaeronea,
Delium, Leuctra, Marathon, and Plataea are all nearby.

A theme of this book is that most razed cities are refounded or
reoccupied by the conquerors. Walls fall, but the innate advantages of the
natural sites remain. Most were chosen originally because of their
commercial, military, political, or cultural advantages, predicated on
unchanging geographical suitability, natural resources, or rich farmland.

In that context, the destruction of a major city, even if razed to the
ground, does not mean the site itself ceased having such permanent
potential for resettlement. Sometimes new people took over the rubble,
whether or not the old walls were razed or partially left intact by the
defeated and vanished. But again, this continuation of some sort of human



habitation at a site hardly translates into the perpetuation of a vanquished
people, the continuity of a consistent culture, or even a kindred civilization.

The word “nation” is a Latin derivative (natio). No Greek word existed
for the admittedly foreign idea of such a multicity, singular, and all-
encompassing political entity. Thus, there is no equivalent in classical
Greek to natio, or “nationhood.” Ethnos (ἔθνος/English “ethnic”) refers to a
people in racial or tribal rather than political terms.53

There were certainly leagues and federations of Greek city-states
(known as koina), all of which roughly could share the same language,
religion, and customs. Fifth-century Athens ruled by coercion over an
“empire” (ἀρχή/archê) of subordinate city-states. But politically there was
never a unified Hellenic commonwealth, at least until the on/off–again
subjugation under the Macedonians and later the incorporation of Greece
into the Roman Empire.

Instead, the some fifteen hundred autonomous Greek poleis, with the
exceptions of the large city-states like Argos, Athens, Corinth, Sparta, and
Thebes, were relatively modest, and thus always vulnerable. Few were
home to populations of even ten thousand residents. Their city walls were
not unassailable. Their armies seldom mustered over five hundred to a
thousand hoplites.

Consequently, in a world of near-constant war, shifting alliances, and
usually successful siegecraft, the obliteration of Greek city-states was not
uncommon. The historian Thucydides pays special attention to the
extinctions of the poleis Plataea, Scione, and Torone during the
Peloponnesian War that predated the later fourth-century BC complete
obliterations of the Boeotian towns of Thespiae and Orchomenos.54

The imperial Athenian destruction in 416 BC of the neutral city-state of
Melos, an island in the Aegean, deserved the famous account by the
historian Thucydides. In his “Melian Dialogue,” a protracted back-and-forth
negotiation over the city-state’s fate conducted between its leaders and the
invading Athenian envoys, Thucydides seems to use the tragic occasion to
instruct his readers on the amoral use of overwhelming power against
doomed and weaker adversaries.

The historian brilliantly captures the dire human predicament of the
targeted. In their resistance, the Melians appeal to values and emotions such



as honor and hope in reply to the Athenians’ reminders that there is neither
glory nor courage in waging a doomed war. In such dire straits, the ultimate
stakes are not merely victory or defeat, or the display of courage or
cowardice, but the absolute extinction of the Melians’ very city.

Still, the islanders persist, citing further, mostly vain arguments such as
the Greeks’ sense of justice, or the message of brutality that their own
destruction would send to others and thus discredit the Athenians. The
Athenians famously answer that the Melians’ reliance on hope is no
substitute for a realistic appraisal of the asymmetry of their relative forces,
and thus their principled but naïve resistance would prove catastrophically
suicidal. The historian may be reminding his readership that resistance
against overwhelming odds does not always lead to an incredible victory;
that such defiance is perhaps not always noble, although the Athenian
aggressors themselves had once chosen to fight when vastly outnumbered at
Marathon and Salamis. Certainly, the glorious military defeat of three
hundred Spartan soldiers at Thermopylae was nevertheless a military
disaster that cost the life of their king Leonidas. The Athenian envoys to
Melos assumed that few would either lament the fate of the dead, or
challenge the power of the annihilators.

When the thin veneer of civilization is ripped off by unending conflict,
where exactly does morality lie? With shameful survival that at least offers
the weak, women and children, and the elderly some sort of continuation?
Or in glorious principled resistance, despite faint hope of victory and the
likelihood of extermination? At what golden moment does a civilization
weigh the consequences of surrender when facing sure defeat against the
glory of resistance that might offer even a small chance of triumph against
bad odds?

Statesmen and revolutionaries alike have for twenty-five hundred years
quoted or paraphrased the famous line of the wretched Io in Aeschylus’s
Prometheus Bound, who laments that “it is a better thing to die once than to
suffer terribly all of one’s days.” The Mexican revolutionary Emiliano
Zapata supposedly offered something similar in a military context—“It is
better to die on your feet than to live on your knees”—a now common
enough aphorism among wartime leaders. But however noble the sentiment,
such courageous fatalism is often wise advice only to the strong, or to those
at least with some confidence in victory. For the vulnerable, dying “once”



on your feet can mean ensuring the torture, enslavement, or slaughter of the
young who have not yet learned to walk.55

The fate of Thebes eventually horrified the Greeks, but also lowered the
bar on what was deemed permissible in classical warfare. In his final
assessment, Arrian compared the destruction to similar catastrophes
suffered by Thebes’s major rivals, Athens and Sparta. He concludes that not
even the Athenian loss of the Peloponnesian War, marked by the destruction
of its Long Walls and temporary surrender of its democracy, or
Epaminondas’s defeat of Sparta at Leuctra and Mantinea and the
subsequent invasion of Laconia, marked a comparable disaster.

While there were certainly far greater deaths in cataclysmic defeats
during the Peloponnesian War (such as the destruction of the imperial
Athenian expeditionary forces of nearly forty thousand who rowed to Sicily
in 415 BC), Arrian’s point is still valid: no one in the past had obliterated
such a large and legendary city as Thebes. And its complete destruction had
a catastrophic political and psychological effect on the Greeks for decades
to come.56

One significant consequence of the destruction of Thebes was only
appreciated much later. Alexander’s razing, along with the battle of
Chaeronea three years earlier, eventually was regarded as the iconic end of
the civilization of the classical city-states—the so-called golden age of
Hellenism—and the beginning of the Hellenistic era, of “Greek-like”
culture spreading throughout the Eastern Mediterranean and Asia.
Alexander’s singular power, military dynamism, and ruthlessness were well
beyond the ability and vision of earlier city-states, yet perhaps necessary to
create an empire stretching to modern-day Pakistan. But what he destroyed
when he focused this power on Thebes—the freedom of the Greeks—
ensured that many in his new Hellenistic world of tyrants and strongmen
would eventually lament what they had obliterated.

With Alexander’s rampage into Asia would come the torching of Darius
III’s capital at Persepolis, and the annihilation of many unfortunate
communities whose culpability was simply that they were in Alexander’s
path. Later the Romans would not hesitate to level the legendary Corinth in
146 BC. In the same year, they razed much more thoroughly an even larger
Carthage, as we shall see in the next chapter.



It would be reassuring to believe in last-minute successful and glorious
last stands of doomed idealistic cities and states. But usually the fate of the
vanquished can be calculated in advance and more mundanely by their
numerical or military inferiority, their prior and present naïveté, their long
decline, their incompetence, or the sheer military genius and resources of
their attackers.

With Carthage, the stakes were raised. Carthage was not a small city of
fifty thousand, but ten times larger. Its walls were not of questionable
strength, but among the most monumental in the ancient world. Its demise
did not, as in the case of Thebes, result in the loss of a branch of a larger
culture, but rather in the erasure of an entire civilization itself. But its
conqueror, like all the others in our case studies, was as ruthless as
Alexander, and yet similarly deemed himself a philosopher, a reluctant
obliterator, and a “good” man.


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































