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The study of Alexander III of Macedon, commonly known as Alexander the Great, represents one of the most

significant pedagogical tools in the field of historiography. Specifically, the Document-Based Question (DBQ) format

serves as a technical framework for evaluating his legacy. To assess whether Alexander deserves the epithet

"Great," one must transcend mere biographical narrative and engage in a rigorous analysis of military logistics,

socio-political engineering, and the enduring Hellenistic synthesis. This article provides an in-depth, 2,000-word

technical deconstruction of the Alexander DBQ process, examining the quantitative and qualitative metrics of his

reign.

The Theoretical Framework of the DBQ Process

The Document-Based Question is not merely an essay; it is a technical exercise in evidentiary synthesis. In the

context of Alexander the Great, the DBQ requires the analyst to navigate a complex array of primary and

secondary sources, including cartographic data, contemporary accounts (such as those by Arrian or Plutarch), and

archaeological evidence. The objective is to construct a historical argument that satisfies four core technical criteria:

•  Contextualization: Placing Alexander’s conquests within the broader 4th-century BCE Mediterranean and 

Near Eastern geopolitical landscape.

•  Thesis Formulation: Establishing a defensible claim regarding the nature of Alexander's "greatness" based on 

the provided document set.

•  Evidence Integration: Utilizing at least six distinct documents to support the central argument, while 

acknowledging the limitations of each source.

•  Sourcing and Point of View (POV): Analyzing the reliability, bias, and intent of the document authors.

The Metric of 'Greatness'

In historical technical writing, "greatness" is often treated as a multi-dimensional vector. We can define the 

Alexander Greatness Index (AGI) through the following parameters:

1.  Territorial Acquisition Rate: The square mileage conquered per annum.

2.  Logistic Sustainability: The ability to maintain supply lines across diverse terrains (deserts, mountains, river 

basins).

3.  Cultural Diffusion (Hellenization): The rate of city-state formation and Greek linguistic adoption in non-Greek 

territories.

4.  Succession and Stability: The longevity of the political infrastructure post-conquest.

Technical Analysis of Military Logistics and Strategy

Alexander’s greatness is most frequently cited in his military record: 13 years of campaigning without a single loss

in a major set-piece battle. However, a technical analysis reveals that his success was a product of superior

engineering and logistical modeling rather than mere charisma.

The Macedonian Phalanx: A Mathematical Advantage

The core of Alexander’s army was the Phalanx, which utilized the sarissa—a long pike ranging from 13 to 20 feet



(4 to 6 meters). The technical advantage of the sarissa was its ability to present a "wall of points" before the enemy

could reach the Macedonian line. Mathematically, a phalanx 16 rows deep meant that the first five rows of pikes

projected beyond the front rank, creating a kinetic density that no contemporary infantry could penetrate.

Logistical Engineering: The Siege of Tyre (332 BCE)

The Siege of Tyre serves as a primary case study in ancient engineering. Tyre was an island fortress with walls 150

feet high. Alexander’s solution was the construction of a mole (a land bridge or causeway) stretching roughly 0.6

miles (1 km) from the mainland to the island. This required:

•  Massive Material Relocation: Utilizing stone and timber from the ruins of Old Tyre.

•  Hydraulic Considerations: Accounting for Mediterranean currents that threatened to wash away the causeway.

•  Siege Tower Integration: Deploying 150-foot tall helepoleis (city-takers) mounted on ships and the mole itself.

Supply Chain Management in the Gedrosian Desert

One of the most significant logistical failures—and thus an area for critical DBQ analysis—is Alexander's march

through the Gedrosian Desert (modern-day Pakistan/Iran). A technical breakdown of water and calorie

requirements for an army of approximately 30,000–60,000 people reveals the extreme risks taken. In arid

environments, a soldier requires roughly 5–8 liters of water daily. The failure to secure a maritime resupply line due

to monsoon conditions resulted in a mortality rate estimated at over 50%, highlighting the limits of his "greatness"

as a strategic planner.

Comparison of Imperial Conquests

To evaluate Alexander objectively within a DBQ framework, we must compare his performance against other

notable conquerors. The following table provides a comparative analysis based on historical data.



Metric Alexander the Great Julius Caesar Genghis Khan

Active Campaign Years 13 Years ~20 Years ~25 Years

Peak Empire Size (Sq. 
Miles)

2.0 Million 1.9 Million (Roman 
Republic)

9.0+ Million

Long-Term Stability Low (Split into Diadochi 
kingdoms)

High (Transition to Empire) Moderate (Pax Mongolica)

Primary Innovation Combined Arms Tactics Fortification &amp; 
Engineering

Light Cavalry Logistics

Cultural Impact Hellenistic Synthesis Romanization / Law Trade / Silk Road 
Revitalization

Core Concepts in Hellenistic Socio-Political Engineering

Beyond the battlefield, the "Greatness" argument in a DBQ often hinges on Document B or Document C, which

typically discuss his administrative policies. Alexander did not simply destroy; he integrated. His "Policy of Fusion"

was a technical approach to governing a multi-ethnic empire.

The Policy of Fusion (Proskynesis and Marriage)

Alexander attempted to bridge the gap between Macedonian and Persian cultures through several mechanisms:

1.  The Susa Weddings: A mass marriage ceremony where Alexander and 80 of his officers married Persian 

noblewomen. This was a strategic attempt to create a new, hybrid ruling class.

2.  Proskynesis: The introduction of the Persian custom of bowing or prostrating oneself before the King. This 

met with significant resistance from Macedonian troops, who viewed it as a divine honor fit only for gods.

3.  Military Integration: Incorporating 30,000 Persian youths (the Epigoni) trained in Macedonian combat 

techniques into his army.

The Foundation of Alexandrias

Alexander founded over 70 cities, most named Alexandria. These were not merely military outposts but nodes in a 

technical network of trade and cultural exchange. Alexandria in Egyptbecame the Mediterranean's intellectual

hub, featuring the Great Library and the Pharos Lighthouse. From an SEO and technical standpoint, these cities

functioned as "hubs" in a spoke-and-hub distribution model for Greek culture (Hellenism).

Step-by-Step Guide: Executing the Alexander DBQ Essay

For students and historians, constructing a high-scoring DBQ response requires a systematic workflow. Follow

these procedural steps to ensure a comprehensive analysis.

Step 1: Document Auditing and Classification

Before writing, classify each document in the Mini-Q or DBQ set. Typically, they fall into three categories:

•  Pro-Greatness: Achievements in expansion, city founding, and military brilliance (e.g., Map of the Empire, 

Arrian’s accounts of bravery).

•  Anti-Greatness: Brutality, egocentrism, and logistical failures (e.g., The destruction of Tyre/Thebes, the 

Gedrosian Desert march, his execution of loyal generals like Parmenion).



•  Neutral/Contextual: Information on Hellenistic culture or geographical extent.

Step 2: Constructing the Thesis Statement

A technical thesis must be complex. Avoid saying "Alexander was great because he was a good leader." Instead,

use a multi-variable approach:

"While Alexander’s unprecedented territorial expansion and logistical mastery at the Siege of Tyre justify the title

'Great,' his inability to establish a sustainable succession plan and his descent into autocratic paranoia suggest a

legacy of short-term brilliance rather than long-term statecraft."

Step 3: Tactical Body Paragraph Construction

Each paragraph should follow the TEA model: Topic Sentence, Evidence (from documents), and Analysis (why the

evidence matters). For example, when using a map of the empire (Document A), do not just state what it shows.

Analyze the *implications* of that geography: "The extent of the empire, stretching from the Danube to the Indus as

shown in Document A, demonstrates a mastery of diverse topographical challenges, requiring a sophisticated

understanding of regional logistics."

Case Study: The Darker Side of Greatness

A critical DBQ analysis must address the "not-so-great" aspects of Alexander’s reign to achieve a "Complex

Understanding" score. This involves troubleshooting the hagiographic (saint-like) narratives often found in early

secondary sources.

The Destruction of Persepolis

In 330 BCE, Alexander burned the Persian capital of Persepolis. Technically, this was a symbolic act of retribution

for the Persian invasion of Greece 150 years prior. However, from an administrative perspective, it was a failure in

asset management. Destroying a fully functional administrative center of a territory you intend to rule is

counterproductive to long-term stability.

The Cleitus Incident

The murder of Cleitus the Black—a man who had saved Alexander’s life at the Granicus—in a drunken rage

highlights a failure in human resource management. This event led to a significant dip in troop morale and

increased friction between the King and his veteran officer corps. In a DBQ essay, this serves as evidence of

personal volatility undermining professional objectives.

Document Analysis Matrix for Alexander DBQ

When preparing for an exam or a technical paper, use the following matrix to organize your thoughts on common

Alexander DBQ documents.



Document Type Core Content Technical Significance Potential Bias/Limitations

Map (Doc A) Empire boundaries at 323 
BCE.

Visualizes logistical scale 
and reach.

Does not show internal 
stability or unrest.

Arrian (Doc B) Account of the Battle of 
Gaugamela.

Details the oblique attack 
and wedge formation.

Written centuries later 
based on eyewitness 
accounts.

Plutarch (Doc C) Alexander's character and 
temperance.

Focuses on the 
"Greatness" of spirit and 
ethics.

Moralistic focus rather than 
historical accuracy.

Primary Letter (Doc D) Correspondence with 
Darius III.

Shows diplomatic strategy 
and psychological warfare.

Likely stylized or fabricated 
by later historians.

Synthesizing the Legacy: Broad Implications

The technical evaluation of Alexander the Great reveals a figure whose impact was more structural than personal. 

While the individual man died at 32, the "Hellenistic World" he catalyzed lasted for nearly three centuries. This era 

saw the emergence of Koiné Greek as the lingua francaof the ancient world, facilitating the spread of Christianity,

the development of Stoic and Epicurean philosophy, and the preservation of scientific knowledge in Alexandria.

The enduring nature of his legacy is found in the infrastructure of ideas. By breaking down the traditional borders

of the Persian Satrapies and replacing them with a unified (albeit briefly) economic and cultural zone, Alexander

performed a massive "system upgrade" on the ancient world's operating system. In the DBQ framework, his

greatness is ultimately measured not by his survival, but by the irreversibility of the changes he initiated.

To conclude this analysis, the question of whether Alexander was "Great" depends entirely on the technical weights

assigned to the metrics of conquest versus the metrics of compassion and stability. From a purely military and

cultural-engineering perspective, his efficiency remains unmatched in the pre-modern era. However, from a

humanitarian and administrative perspective, his reign serves as a cautionary tale of the instability inherent in

absolute, charismatic autocracy.
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