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1. Introduction

What can that questionable Athenian Alcibiades (b. 450, d. 404) teach us about the causes and the cures of civil war?   Quite a lot, I’ll suggest.  For precisely his singular ambition sheds light, almost a lurid light, on the internal divisions and the imperial disruptions that are big causes of civil war.  If Thucydides is right, then we will have to account for such men and such forces even amidst the very different democracies, alliances, and hopes of the present. We would have to correct somewhat both our realism and our idealism.

First, the singularity of Alcibiades. He is surely the only character who by himself and for himself is a major player in the Peloponnesian war.  And where else, in any great war, does one find such a character?   Alcibiades both energized and hindered every great political player, Athens, Sparta, and Persia. He enters the story young (about 30), with the war half done (13-14 years old), and immediately excites to actions that decisively affect the second half.   He rouses up for Athens a Peloponnesian democratic alliance against Sparta and thereby manipulates an end to that armistice called the peace of Nicias (419- 418).  3 years later, he more than anyone incites the  Sicilian expedition (415).  Forced to flee democratic Athens within the year, he more than anyone rouses Sparta to the three measures that defeat Athens: aiding Syracuse to defeat the Sicilian expedition (6.88 10, 6.90-93 415-4)); fortifying Deceleia to prevent easy transshipment of imperial goods from the safer harbors of Euboea  (7.18,1,19.1, 414-413: and prosecuting a naval attack on Athens’ empire across the Mediterranean (8.11, 814.1, 8.14.2, 8.26.2).  And then, forced to flee monarchic and oligarchic Sparta three years later (412), he manipulated his influence with his new Persian master (“in all matters” 8.45.1-2) to check Sparta and win his own restoration to Athens.  Even among the Athenians he was an equal opportunity manipulator: he seduced first the oligarchs (8.47.2) and then, as they became suspicious, the democratic army.  If we follow out the story from Xenophon and Plutarch,, Alcibiades single-handedly revived Athens’ military fortunes until the democratic assembly, again for no good reason, took away command (Hellenica II 1.25-26).  Bad generalship then led to loss of virtually the whole navy, to the end of Athenian empire and freedom, and to a despotic oligarchy.  It was a catastrophic defeat (Aegospotami, 405BC) in the teeth of Alcibiades’ explicit warnings to the Athenian generals.  

I’ll discuss three topics: first, the extraordinary ambition and pride, second, the  exacerbation of civil strife -- both between rich and poor and among the ambitious, and, third, this paradox: Alcibiades proves to be both a culmination of democratic political hopes and an outsider in shared politics, democratic or not.  I close with some remarks on Plato’s diagnosis of this difficulty in Alcibiades’ ambition.  

2 Ambition

What stands out in Alcibiades is a mixture of extraordinary public abilities and even more extraordinary claims of superiority and of slighted honor.  Thucydides supplies two introductions of Alcibiades and two speeches by him.   In every account Alcibides’s public counsel was generally the soundest. Thucydides never blames Alcibiades’ public action in general, whether for Athens, Sparta, or Persia; he doesnot  blame his conduct as to the Sicilian expedition (“for the public, he had the strongest capacity for the conduct of the war” 6.15.4).  But the ambition for himself, the lawlessness and bodily indulgence in private life, and the designs (dianoia) the people (oi polloi) saw in every intrigue, made them fear tyranny.  The fundamental mistake was theirs -- in failing to support those sent out, in putting public affairs in other hands, and in thus ruining the city (2.65 11-13, 6.15.4).  Thucydides twice insists on this.  But -- Alcibiades’ singularity made that politically inevitable. 

The problem was posed by the spectacular grandeur of Alciabides’ ambition in itself (Thucydides never talks of the bodily indulgences). We should not confuse this with some colorless “interest” or Hobbes’ cold passion for “power” or even Machiavelli’s calculated glory,  nor with “dignity” as a person, or anonymous pride in duty fulfilled or a job well done. Nor is it mere vanity or charisma.  Alcibiades’ desire is for superiority over others, not equal dignity, and for glory as above others, not mere power.  But it is also for genuine superiority, not pretend capacity or a merely emotional tie, and a warm and splendid glory, not merely honor or reputation.

 Thucydides himself speaks first of Alcibiades’ love of victory (philonikon 5.43.2), and then of his love of honor (time, 5.43.2).  This is a love, not an anxious passion, and it is for superiority first in name but in more than name. He was passionate to conquer Sicily and beyond (6.15.2) for wealth as well as name; Thucydides mentions his extravagance as well as his eminence in Athens (6.15.3).    But there is also a direct claim to rule and to desert: The first words of his in the History are startling:  “It belongs to me more than others to rule, and I suppose that I am worthy of it” (6.16.1).

In this speech to the Athenian assembly there is a most revealing illustrationthat shows how all this fits together, even the wild extravagance.   He seeks a spectacular aura or glory.  Alcibiades reminds his listeners that he, a private individual, had entered seven chariots at the Olympics, more than any private man had ever before entered, and that he  won 1st, 2nd, and 4th prizes, also without precedent. He was wildly celebrated.  But the point is this: Alcibiades defends this as a public benefit.  For from his spectacular honors, and his equally spectacular expenditures, men infer that Athens, despite the war, has power still (6.16.2-3).  Alcibiades sheds glory on Athens   Is not this the exact opposite of what Pericles maintains in the  Funeral Address?  There the relation of imperial city to individual is that of citizen: by the city’s glory the citizen is glorified.  The Athenian, says Pericles, should live and die for the Athenian empire.   But Alcibiades wishes himself to be spectacular: from this Athens is gloried. 

There is a negative formulation of this ambition.  Indeed, its most obvious manifestation is negative: an anger or indignation at being dishonored.  Since Alcibiades thinks himself above everyone else, anyone’s  failure to place him first is – a dishonor.   Aristotle calls Alciibiades not ambitious but great-souled – in once sense of the word: he is intolerant of dishonor (Posterior Analytics (97b15-26).  Every major appearance of Alcibiades in the History begins with him protesting against being dishonored.  He opposed the 50 years peace on its merits –but also because the negotiators had “in every respect slighted” himself (5.43.2-3).   He favored the Sicilian expedition on its merits -- but also to assert himself before Nicias who had “attacked me “ (6.61.1, cf.6.15.2; 6.12.2-6.13.1). So too his defense of himself in Sparta.   As to his betrayal of a crucial Spartan peace mission: Sparta had slighted him by ignoring his attempt to improve relations and by strengthening my “enemies” and “dishonoring me” (6.89.2).  That is, Sparta should have dealt with him as the ruling power in Athens.  As to betraying his native Athens, Athens left him, not he, it.  “The one who rightly loves his country (philopolis), is not he who having lost it unjustly, would not be sent against it, but he who so longs for it that he would try, by all mans, to take it back” (6.92.4).  Still, consider: he will Athen’s “worst enemies,” Some love, which may mean destruction.   Is this love, or vengeance? Later, after the Spartans too turned on him, he “proceeded to damage the Peloponnesian cause as much as he possibly could” (8.45.1).  While Alcibiades’ affection for his homeland was real, his ruling passion was to get back at those who slighted his superiority, whether Athenian or Spartan.  

3 Empire & Rivalry -- and Civil War

Now such an ambition for unbounded rule is a recipe for empire and for furious divisions, especially in the circumstances of imperial war.

While the potential for civil war is always present, the great Peloponnesian war much exacerbated things.  The oligarchs in Corcyra, for example, could turn outside for support, to oligarchic Corinth and Sparta; the democrats, to Athens.  Besides, the big cities often took the initiative.   Corcyra’s terrible times began with a Corinthian shipment of Corcyrean oligarchs primed to overturn the democracy.  And if occasionally the patron powers tried to prevent butchery -- at least the Athenians tried half-heartedly at Corcyra to moderate the democrats –, they had bigger fish to fry.  Thucydides is laconic.   And so “the uprisings (stasis) which unfolded so many events came to an end . . ., for of one of the parties there remained nothing worthy of mention. And the Athenians, sailing off to Sicily, their first destination, carried on the war with their allies” there (4.48.5-6).

Alcibiades was bound to exacerbate such tendencies, for he was for both Athens & Sparta a spearhead of expansion and revolution.   It is not that he is associated with deeds of Corcyra-like cruelty. Not only Corcyra but the near-slaughter at Mytilene was before his time (427), and the Melian debate and slaughter was not his doing according to Thucydides (5.84.2 – 5.116; Plutarch says it was: Alcibiades 16). But his policies had their own revolutionary effect.   When Alcibiades ends the 50 years’ peace through an alliance with Argos, he immediately pricked up the Argive democracy to challenge Sparta right in the Peoloponnesus.  He personally convinced the Argives to fight at Mantinea (418; 5.43.2 – 5.47; 5.54).   But Sparta won – and immediately fomented an oligarchic revolution in Argos itself.  The Argive democrats reversed this within a year (417) and settled their authority, as Thucydides puts it, by “killing some (opponents) and banishing others” (5.82.2). A little later Alcibiades himself seized three hundred pro-Spartan Argives of the oligarchic party, who had escaped the democratic revolution, and settled them offshore on various Athenian islands (5.84.1).  Later, precisely in the democratic hysteria connected with Alcibiades’ recall, the Athenian democracy (but not Alcibiades) killed them all (Forde).  In another incident Alcibiades’ responsibility is more direct.  As soon as he had turned to Sparta he exposed the Athenian sympathizers at Messena in Sicily (6.74.1).

But it was the Ionian campaign for the Spartans that most showed both Alcibiades’ political genius and its revolutionary effects.  He it was who was inspired moving landbound and hidebound Sparta to persevere in an adventurous naval campaign (8.12.1).  He himself gave it an unSpartan agility in deed and in negotiation.  Hurrying and bluffing, he gets the island stronghold of Chios to turn oligarchic and to revolt: the “turnover of the greatest” among Athens’ allies” (8.15.1), according to Thucydides.  The fall of Chios set off a chain reaction with Alcibiades as catalyst,   hastening from city to city, often with slight forces, often just ahead of aroused Athenian squadrons.  I counted ten or more of these imperial possessions turned from Athenian ally to Spartan oligarchy by Alcibiades himself.  And this apart from all those in the Hellespont, as well as in Ionia, overturned by other Spartan forces.  

But there is another side:the moderation of Alcibiades in these class disputes. In his grandeur, it seems, he was above not only malice and small revenges but even the ordinary class warfare, the animus between few and many, that commonly underlay the big cruelties. Alcibiades maneuvered almost impartially between few and many, and this despite his family pride and opulence.  Phrynichus, a zealous Athenian oligarchic, said that Alcibiades “cared no more for an oligarchy than for a democracy” (8.48.4), a judgment that Thucydides confirms.   Also, another point, Alcibiades preferred to work by diplomacy and negotiation.  While a genius of a general, his genius tended toward manipulation of appearances and forces, rather than violence (cit. Fo.).

Still, he contributed massively to another source of civil strife and war: rivalry for rule. If Alcibiades was more or less above the divisions between rich and poor, he was whole-heartedly engaged in struggles among the ambitious.   He roused immediate fears e in his Athenian rivals for democratic leadership; they above all manipulated democratic fear and piety to get him twice exiled.   But the oligarchic leaders had no more love for him.  From Samos he aroused fear among the Four Hundred, who to protect themselves would throw Athens under Sparta, and whose rivals, from a similar fear, but thinking to please Alcibiades, overthrew the Four Hundred and killed the democratic leader who had exiled him.

Yet here too there is another side, a positive side.  For Alcibiades could cure as well as cause, and indeed his political genius could cure divisions no one else could cure.  He actually gets high praise from Thucydides for his maneuverings from Samos to restore himself in Athens.  The democratic sailors at Samos determined to sail home from Ionia to restore him and depose the oligarchy   That way meant civil war and loss of the  Ionian empire  on which Athens depended for supplies and money.  Alcibiades forbade it, and only he, Thucydides says, “would have been able to hold back the crowd.”  In this he appeared “first, and more than anyone (else), in being useful to the city” (8.86.4, 5; I largely follow Forster Smith’s translation and with him reject some translators’ reliance on ms. B to say, what seems patently false, that this is A’s “first” service to the city).  Similarly, and at the same time, Alcibiades also urged the citizens at home to hold out against Sparta, despite the oligarchs’ treasonous machinations (8.89.2).    “If the city were saved,” he wrote, “there were many hopes that they would be reconciled with themselves, but if one of the (parties) were to be overthrown, once and for all, that at Samos, or this one (at Athens), there would no longer be anyone to be reconciled with” (or “to differ from”) (8.86.7). He did more. He edged Athens toward moderate government.  While his ingenious message home insisted that the narrow oligarchy (“the Four Hundred”) be deposed, in the face of his democratic backers it also accepted the much broader oligarchy or polity (“the Five thousand”) that had been used as a cover.  He thus went in a middling direction.   While the Four Hundred themselves thought that this extension of participation would lead straight to democracy, there would be a property qualification for the Assembly (anyone who furnished a suit of armor was eligible. 8.97.1).  Such an arrangement could be thought a rather democratic republic – a “polity” in Aristotle’s sense -- or, perhaps, a very moderate oligarchy.  Whatever we name it, Thucydides approved it.   This government “raised up the city for the first time” from its recent disasters.   “For the first time in my (life),” he said, “the Athenians appeared to be well governed,” and this because “the few and many happened to be intertwined with judgment” (metrios 8.97.2). Alcibiades’ extraordinary versatility, however offensive to rich, poor, and his rivals alike, helped put back together an Athens not only at war with Sparta but nearly at war with itself

4. Individual and Country

What made Alcibiades at once quintessentially political and yet eventually antipathetic to every class and ruler, at once the invaluable public man and the traitor to Athens, Sparta, and Persia alike?

We will insist that Alcibiades was a political man, to the extent of actually embodying the political aspirations of his homeland. The Peloponnesian war is less a civil war in Greek civilization -- than a war by one Greek city for glorious empire against its leading rivals and over them.  It is political, if Thucycides is right;, not civilizational, it is about who rules, and what Alcibiades wanted his democratic countrymen wanted too. Alcibiades wanted to take not only Sicily but also Carthage, “and thus to serve his private ambition with respect to money and reputation (doxa) at the same time “(6.15.2; 6.90.3 ). Athens too wanted such command and conquest – and in all the complication of public glory with private gain and ambition.   As to the Sicilian expedition, “everyone fell in love with the enterprise” (lit: “love fell on everyone similarly (with respect to) the sailing away” 6.24.3), and there was even an Alcibiadean grandeur about the preparations (6.24-6.26, 6.6.30-6.32). The armada was famous as much for its boldness and “the utmost splendor of the spectacle” (6.31.6), as for its overwhelming force. 

If Athens found in Alcibiades the expression of its great hopes, Alcibiades himself appreciated the greatness of Athens and the democracy that brought it.   More than one might think, the two were made for one another. It is true the demos feared from him tyranny, but their fear was probably misplaced.  Thucydides shows that the people’s fears of past tyrants rested on fantasies and falsehoods as to the badness of the tyrant and the goodness of his supposed assassins. Whatever the popular fears, there are no reliable signs that Alcibiades wanted to be tyrant.  He did not return from Samos on the bayonets.  Even in Sparta he does not praise oligarchy, and  –he does defend his allegiance to the democracy. His family had always opposed tyrants, he says, and he defends his work for a moderate party -- one for the “whole” people rather than the majority alone. That party, he says, sought to do our part “in preserving the form of government under which the city enjoyed the utmost greatness and freedom, and which we had found existing” (6.89.6).   If freedom and greatness is the thing, then moderate Athenian democracy may be the best way – and for Alcibiades. too. 

Now, in the History the quest for glory and empire seems to be the expected culmination, even the natural culmination, of free politics and not only the Athenian version . Sparta may seem an exception, and Chios, another oligarchy, another. But the moderation of Sparta and Chios, which Thucycides admires, seems due to necessity: the few citizens had to hold down an immense slave population (8.24.4, 40.2).  The oligarchies had a war at home. Be that as it may the great democratic cities, Syracuse and Athens, are frankly glory-seeking.  Pericles was emphatic.  The glory of Athens is not the glory of Greece but the “luster of your name” that comes with empire-- a “tyranny” he eventually calls it, not least by conquering other Greeks.  “We have no need of Homer’s praises. . ., everywhere we have established eternal monuments of goods and evils” (2.61.4, 63.2; 2.41.4).  There are similar impulses in Syracuse, despite its defensive posture.  Hermocrates, the Syracusan Churchill, says that should Syracuse defeat the invasion she may reap the “name” and the power that Athens has lost (6.33.5).   The other Sicilian cities, after all, had feared Syracuse. He himself speaks to the Sicilians as an acknoeledge “ruler, furnished with the greatest city and, for that reason, more used to being over others than to defending”  (Crawley: “a great city able to think less of defending (itself) than of attacking others” (6.64.1).   Can we infer the disturbing truth that the great difference among free countries is this, empire or submission?  Hermocrates also says that.  Not only does he never blame the Athenians, he even calls their passion for rule “natural.”  “That the Athenians desire these things and plan for them is excusable, and I do not blame those who desire to rule, but those who are more ready to serve.  It is by nature for human being to rule over all of those who give way and, on the other hand, to resist the one who is over” ( Crawley: just as much in men’s nature to rule those who submit to them, as it is to resist those who molest them.” (4.61.5; H. also says here that according to “all agree that peace is the best hing” 4.62.2).  As to glory and empire, at least, Alcibiades seems the culmination – the revealing exhibition -- of free politics or at least of democratic politics. (elab:S, ,Fl.).

And yet this surprising conclusion cannot be the whole story. What of freedom itself?  While Alcibiades seeks glory with Athens, he seeks it especially for himself, even as superior to Athens. But that points away from political freedom  -- from any shared rule, whether democratic or oligarchic.  No Athenian regime, democratic or oligarchic, could stomach his superiority.  While Pericles and Hermocrates could work with the freedom and energy of their democracies and could work around their limits and foolishnesses, in that crucial moderation and justice, Alcibiades failed. 

Still, Thucydides does not blame Alcibiades over much, and neither should we.  The great Hermocrates was first man in democratic Syracuse, savior of his city, and a statesman without Alcibiades’ ambiguous versatility.  Yet we last see him too exiled and vulnerable. 

Plato’s Alcibiades – and Thucydides’

I’ll close with the thought that precisely a lack of seriousness about justice, and in general the limits of politics, is the key to Plato’s own diagnosis of Alcibiades. 

For Plato, too, Alcibiades is an extraordinary soul.  He appears in 4 dialogues, 2 named for him.  and in a major way in 3.  What is extraordinary for Plato, however, is not the deeds that result but the soul itself, especially that passion for what is best for himself, best for himself beyond the conventional offices and honors.   The question for Socrates is whether this soul of immense power knows what it is doing.  None of the dialogues discuss Alcibiades’ political career, despite funny allusions, but all consider whether he knows what he is talking about, especially as to what is best. In the First Alcibiades we see a Socratic interrogation of Alcibiades which shows that he does not.  He may want the best for himself, but his understanding of what is best proves to be enmeshed in conventional suppositions.  He supposes himself best from his handsomeness, family and power in Athens, as well as his nature, and he supposes it is politics and especially empire that will give him the superiority he deserves.  But he proves not first-rate but second-rate in thinking out how his ambition clashes with  his patriotism, his nobility of outlook, and his devotion to democracy. The key problem is his lack of seriousness about justice in the obvious sense, about the laws and the purpose of policy.  He is not serious about what is due others, despite his nobility and a powerful patriotism, and thus he cannot be serious about what is correct apart from what he wants and what Athens wants.  He cannot then give himself to thinking out what is truly due to what is truly best in his nature: his intelligence.  While Alcibiades is tempted by Socrates, as the Symposium recounts, he flees him and at times, indeed, would have him dead.  He flees serious inquiry for two great political reasons: patriotism partly, love of the limelight, mostly. He can’t bear to question the justice of his fatherland; above all he can’t bear to leave the applause of the people. For Plato, too, Alcibiades somehow embodies the culmination of politics, but that culmination that seeks a grand and almost god-like superiority -- that transcends politics.

 Another dialogue,(the Second Alcibiades, tries to make more reasonable Alcibiades the political man.  Socrates addresses especially the tendency of an Alcibiades to political, moral, and religious furies – to the wraths of an Achilles.  He questions Alcibiades’ anger at the common people who stand in his way; he cautions against the terrible deeds that tyranny requires, he questions the Oedipus-like moral backlash that itself causes terrible deeds (Oedipus tore out his eyes and wreaked havoc on his children and country); he undermines the hope by bribing the gods one can overcome obstacles tthat reason presents. Might the Thucydidean Alcibades be an Alcibiades somewhat moderated by Socrates?

Still, it was the First Alcibiades that an important tradition put as the introduction to the whole Platonic corpus.  For, said the Arab Platonist Alfarabi, that dialogue shows the neediness of even the political man who might seem to have all the advantages.  It shows the inferiority of the quest for true superiority while sacrificing a concern with truth.  This sacrifice of the intellect Plato did not make. Neither did Thucydides, that chronicler of the tragic nature of grand politics and in particular of the high wire act of Alcibiades. 
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