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Alcibiades was a good illustration of a basically negative human being. Loaded with good qualities, he misused them in order to pursue his ambitions and his thirst for power. Tellingly, he was considered immoral even by ancient Greek society, a society not known for its strict morality. Secondly, he was driven by ambition, and stopped short of nothing in order to gain more power. Thirdly, he was an excellent general, and an eloquent speaker, but used these qualities negatively most of the time. 
This paper is primarily based on This Peloponnesian War by Thucydides, who undoubtedly knew Alcibiades personally. According to Thucydides, Alcibiades was an immoral man. He was never able to be loyal to his country, his wife or his friends. As a teenager, he was Socrates' protégé and pupil but was not faithful to him.     Alcibiades also liked to be flattered, and indulged himself in sensual pleasures. He was famous for his parties which scandalized the citizens of Athens. His behavior made many enemies, a small but important example being that he liked to wear long, red robes, just like Athenian women, disturbing behavior for a man who wanted to be considered a fearless general. 
Once, his wife was about to divorce him, and according to the Athenian custom, went to a designated place. But Alcibiades found out, grabbed her, and brought her home. He had numerous mistresses, and male lovers. Alcibiades showed no respect for other people's feelings, and for them as human beings all together. Sometimes he did certain things to redeem himself, but not because he was sorry for the wrong he caused, but because he realized that even he needed to maintain a certain level of decency in the public eye. 
People of Athens tolerated his behavior for two reasons. First, he was a good general, and they needed him, and he knew how to get their clemency, by being very eloquent. He was a very charming man, and knew how to use that. But a time came when even the Athenian people had enough, and one day Alcibiades, having too many enemies, was accused of a religious sacrilege. He escaped to Sparta where the most unforgivable example of his immoral character occurred. 
Alcibiades convinced the Spartans that he was their friend, and indeed helped them, against his own city, but in the meantime he was very busy himself, seducing the wife of his Spartan protector King Agis. Incredibly, Alcibiades seduced King Agis's wife to have a successor to the Spartan throne. He thought that he was able to manipulate everything. She gave birth to a baby boy, and even if according to Plutarch, the boy's name was not Alcibiades, she used to call him that when she was in a circle of good friends. Word got back to King Agis, and he got suspicious of Alcibiades. The king knew that the baby was not his own, since he hadn't been with his wife for about ten months prior to the child's birth. When he realized the boy's father was Alcibiades, he planned to get revenge. Alcibiades, who up to then had pretended to be the king's friend, being scared, fled Sparta for the chief enemy of all the Greeks, The King of Persia and his satrap Tissaphernes. Once there, he behaved unscrupulously. But what should not be forgotten is he left behind to who knew what sort of dangerous fate his own son and the woman with whom Alcibiades conceived him. He never thought of the king's wife’s situation, or the child's. But Alcibiades had never proved himself to be faithful before that time or afterward. He committed evil deeds because he thought he would be manipulating a situation for his own self-interest or simply because of whatever short-term pleasure it offered and he did not care about the harm that he caused. If he actually cared, he could have taken the mother, or at least the child with him. Of course, he did not. He did not go back to get them, or attempt to. 
Secondly, Alcibiades was a very ambitious man. He was eager to get to the top of the political ladder, and his desire to rule was notorious. Alcibiades started to show signs of what he was to become early in his childhood. Alcibiades, according to Plutarch, was unable to accept defeat, even at an early age. He once bit a wrestling opponent, and when asked about it, he replied that he bit like a lion, not like a girl. As an adult, he became a general using a trick that not only brought him a title, but also broke the fragile Peace of Nicias. Alcibiades convinced the Spartan ambassadors to lie about their powers as plenipotentiaries, and then accused them of being dishonest. Nicias was confused, and the ambassadors were rejected. 
The best example of how far Alcibiades went in order to satisfy his desire for superiority is when he helped Sparta to almost destroy his native city, Athens (Thucydides 112-128). Alcibiades was in favor of an expedition to conquer Sicily, Carthage and Libya since he envisioned himself as a great conqueror. He persuaded the Athenians to give a green light to the expedition, despite the opposition of Nicias, a much older and experienced general. 
When Nicias and Alcibiades were about to embark on the expedition, however, accusations of a secret religious ritual, or more precisely the profanation of it, broke out. Alcibiades was the main suspect. He was sent nevertheless to Sicily. While there, the Athenians sent a ship to bring him back to stand trial. Alcibiades escaped and went straight to the enemy. The Spartans welcomed him with open arms, and he gave them advice on what to do next against the Athenians. As a direct result, the Spartans sent troops to Sicily, commanded by a good general, and defeated the Athenians. They also opened a second front in Greece, and won. 
As Plutarch adds, Alcibiades could not even manage to make Sparta his new and permanent home. He cuckolded the king himself and made him a mortal enemy. As a result Alcibiades ultimately had to flee for his life to the king of Persia's minister, or satrap. Turning traitor a second time, Alcibiades advised the Persians how to best defeat the Spartans. Later on, having worn out his welcome with the Persians, Alcibiades took advantage of a pair of revolutions in Athens, the first of which overthrew the democracy and the second of which overthrew the oligarchy that had taken over. Alcibiades participated in the revolution that returned the city to democracy and then came back to Athens. . 
These 360-degree changes in his loyalties best show Alcibiades' thirst for power. He used his natural eloquence to convince the Athenians to send troops to Sicily, and that he was the person to be in charge of them. He was helped by the fact that he was a good general, and had proved it quite a few times. But when he was recalled to Athens, instead of going there and defending himself, he was outraged about the fact that he might not be able to accumulate more power, and fled to Sparta. Instead of just being a good citizen there, he demonstrated that nothing was able to stop him in his race to the top. He committed treason, not only once, but twice. Remember that Alcibiades was born in a good family, and had all sorts of good qualities. The problem was that all those virtues were shadowed by his ambitions. This is best explained by David Lewis Shaefer when he wrote, "Although Alcibiades is not…a Machiavellian, Thucydides allows us to foresee the basis of the Machiavellian transformation of the meaning of virtue and the phenomena that make that transformation plausible"(1445). 
It might here be objected that Alcibiades did return to Athens in the end; that he seemed to have regretted the evil deeds that he committed against that city, and tried to repent.  Well, he did so, but he had, as usual, his own reasons for that; in other words, a hidden agenda. Alcibiades was afraid of the Spartan King Agis. Plutarch says Alcibiades "began to be troubled…and to fear lest, if that commonwealth were utterly destroyed, he should fall into the hands of the Lacedamonians, his enemies" (129). 
One other interpretation of the fact that he started to help the Athenians again was that he saw the trouble they were in, and knew they needed him. Plus, once again there was room for advancement. If he was able to prove his qualities to his fellow countrymen, he was able to command again. He was able to prove himself the best, and to achieve more power. 
Thirdly, Alcibiades was a remarkable general, and an eloquent speaker. Unfortunately, he did not always use these qualities towards good, but evil also. He was a very courageous man, and he proved that he was able to control himself, if he desired to. Actually that happened only when the situation dictated. When he lived in Sparta, according to Plutarch, he changed his behavior in order to please the citizens of that city. Plutarch best describes his transformation when he says:

Not that his natural disposition changed so easily, nor that his real character was so very variable, but, whenever he was sensible that by pursuing his own inclinations he might give offense to those with whom he had occasion to converse, he transformed himself into any shape, and adopted any fashion he observed to be the most agreeable to them. (127-28)

After he deserted Sparta and helped the Persians against the Greeks, Alcibiades tried to gain the trust of the Athenians again through his eloquence, in writing this time. Only one man, Phrynichus, saw through him and advised the Athenians that Alcibiades was not interested in the welfare of their city, but in getting back in command. According to Mabel L. Lang, Phrynichus appeared to be a traitor, in the eyes of the Athenians, thanks to Alcibiades' manipulations and schemes. Later on back in Athens Phrynichus was stabbed with a dagger. 
But, Alcibiades also showed a lot of courage, and when he tried to come back to Athens, he gave the Athenians good advice. The Athenians were able to avoid a civil war. Because of that, Thucydides said about Alcibiades' good deed, "Then, when they wanted to sail to Athens and put down the oligarchy, Alcibiades talked them out of it, thus averting a civil war that would have been damaging to Athens" (158). 
He also went and fought with his own fleet, causing confusion at the beginning, because the two sides did not know what to expect from him. The Athenians thought that he was on Sparta’s side, and vice versa. He, as a good general, took advantage of that, and beat the Spartans. He won a series of battles before returning home to Athens, where he was well received. 
The only objection to his remarkable abilities, as a military man, is that he lost some battles after he returned to Athens. But no general won every battle. They all won and lost, over a lifetime, and Alcibiades was human after all. 
Alcibiades was a man of great abilities. He had everything a man could desire: a good home, wealth, beauty, charm, eloquence, and courage. He used them all the time. Alcibiades used his beauty to seduce women, and men, equally. He used his charm to get his way especially when things were not going his way. He was not honest with money either. Alcibiades was accused of some sort of tax evasion. Some of his accusers said that he not only married his wife for money, but he tried to get double her dowry. 
Plato noted in Protagoras, that Alcibiades was a handsome man, but that there were others with more wisdom. He was a man that in our days would be considered enterprising. Others might even consider him a good politician. 
Alcibiades lived a life that he chose, and it might be said that there is a moment when a person has to pay for his or her mistakes. He died mysteriously, some say killed by King Agis' order, others just because he lived with a girl whose brothers were enraged by that fact, and they burnt his house down. They say he died with courage, a fact that should not surprise anybody. For even though he had a treacherous character, Alcibiades was not a coward. He was a favorite of women, even though he cheated on and used every single one of them. After his death some seemed to actually mourn Alcibiades, one of them being a courtesan named Timandra. She wrote a poem about Alcibiades' death, and in it she says:


I buried Alcibiades after He was pierced by arrows and javelins. ...How fitting after all those victories--Cyzicus, Byzantium, and the festal

Procession to Eleusis restored to the priests - that he perishes in Persian Lands, by Persian hands, at Sparta's command.

What could indeed express better than these verses, written by a woman who knew Alcibiades, his life's tragedy? A man that betrayed two nations, one of them his own and perished in a foreign country. He was probably mourned, and probably many rejoiced at the news of his death. Alcibiades caused a lot of harm, and probably regretted only the fact that he was not able to continue to pursue his ambitions. Only one thing is positive about him. That is the fact that he was a good general. But even that is overshadowed by the fact that he went to Sparta and gave away Athenian secrets.
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This is an important and welcome book. Alcibiades has, naturally enough, attracted considerable scholarly interest, including the recent biographies by de Romilly and Ellis, though neither can replace (nor aims to replace) Hatzfeld's 1951 study.1 Gribble has written a different sort of book, one which considers not Alcibiades' biography but his bios, his way of life as it was viewed by his contemporaries. In so doing he discusses nearly the full range of rhetorical, historical, and philosophical sources.2 He also considers the role of the individual in Athenian ideology, literature, and history. G.'s book will therefore interest both those eager for a detailed discussion of the texts, as he is interested in how Alcibiades is viewed in the texts rather than using isolated passages as a springboard for biography, and those interested in more general questions about Athenian ideology and the development of the idea of the individual in Greek literature. 

G.'s substantial introduction identifies the type of individuality that we should expect to see in Alcibiades. Alcibiades' career, as that of many other historical individuals (Themistocles being the closest match), has important parallels with the heroes of myth, whose great sense of self-worth so often produced conflict with their communities. Making good use of the recent work by Gill3 and others on Greek individuality, G. begins by carefully defining his terms. By "individual" he will mean "the empowered, confident, assertive individual, possessing the power to make moral choice, and endowed with status: the citizen" (7). The contrast is with those who lack citizen status, "subjects." This type 1 individual is to be kept distinct from individuals as unique persons contrasted with the generic mass (type 2), or psychological individuals with a consciousness of a personal inner life (type 3). Great individuals of the first type, then, are not unique but superlative. They challenge society not because they have different values but because of their high status. This status is in one sense merely an extreme case of the "aggressive concept of freedom" (11) shared by all free citizens, who are subject to nothing other than the laws. But the competitive philotimia of elites is a zero-sum game, with even the community itself in danger in the case of the greatest individuals, whose status transcends the very communities in which they first acquired that status. G.'s first chapter introduces us to the relationship between Alcibiades and the city. G. begins by dividing the tradition about Alcibiades into three phases. In the first, extending through the 390s, Alcibiades is a polarizing figure, as even after his death a speaker's attitudes toward him can be used to map his attitude toward the city. In the second phase, the later fourth century, Alcibiades is no longer so controversial, and his vices and virtues can appear side by side in accounts of the glory days of Athens. In the subsequent ancient tradition Alcibiades is more important as a moral figure than as a political one, and the anecdotes about him come to center on issues of private morality. G. sensibly argues that analysis of these anecdotes is better focused on their changing uses than on their historicity. "The 'truth' of an Alcibiades anecdote does not consist in the historical-factual material it contains, but rather in the behaviour-patterns it is designed to illustrate and the attitudes to which it is designed to appeal" (43). 

G. introduces Alcibiades' reception among his fellow citizens in light of three areas in which individual elites both gain power and status and make themselves suspect in terms of democratic ideology: conspicuous spending, contacts with elites in other cities, and private lifestyle. Alcibiades wins admiration but also suspicion because he appears to aim to replace the city rather than to serve it. Thucydides (6.16) has Alcibiades claim that his Olympic victories in 416 were meant to demonstrate the power of the city. But Alcibiades' grand display also makes him seem more powerful than the entire city. Alcibiades' luxurious and dissolute way of life back home is politically charged because it shows his contempt for democratic ideals. As sexual desire is the strongest and most dangerous desire, Alcibiades' famous excess here is most troubling. If he cannot control his other passions he will not be able to control his ambition. And it is this ambition, rather than any suspicion of disloyalty, which worries the Athenians: Alcibiades is out not to destroy Athens but to dominate it, to be tyrant in fact if not in title. In his second chapter G. turns to the rhetorical works which focus on Alcibiades. Alcibiades' continuing importance, G. argues, reflects the Athenian interest in debating responsibility for the lost war and analyzing the proper role for superlative individuals in the restored democracy. Often defenders and attackers paint a similar picture of Alcibiades, but give it a different spin. In Lysias 14 and 15 and [Andocides] 4, Alcibiades' aristocratic excess and ambitious scheming are threats to democracy; but in Isocrates 16, Alcibiades' great deeds, while separating him from the demos, are admirable on a personal level and were done ultimately for the sake of the demos. G. discusses whether the speeches about Alcibiades contributed to the development of biography, and concludes that on the whole they did not: Alcibiades is more an illustration of the type of the superlative individual (i.e., a type 1 individual in the scheme above) than an example of a unique individual (type 2) whose unparalleled life would demand special biographical treatment. In his third chapter G. turns to Thucydides. Here G. is on ground that has been covered before in the abundant scholarship on Thucydides,4 but he advances the argument through his more nuanced consideration of the nature of Alcibiades' importance as an individual. G. wisely rejects approaching Thucydides through source criticism or by uncovering layers of composition, as these approaches more often beg questions than answer them. He argues that Thucydides' authorial interventions at 2.65 and 6.15 are integral parts of the text and provide a complex double-edged judgment about Alcibiades. Alcibiades' personal motivations and misleading rhetoric led to the imprudent Sicilian expedition, but the expedition need not have ended as it did had he been left in charge. So too Alcibiades' irresponsible private life led to his downfall in 406, but the Athenians would have been better off had they not deposed him. G. must be right to embrace these typically Thucydidean antitheses instead of explaining them away through source criticism or compositional hypotheses. "The exaggerated loyalty and disloyalty of the Lysias and Isocrates speeches is replaced in Thucydides by a realistic appraisal of Alcibiades' egoism" (191). Best not to raise a lion in the city, but if one does ...

Some have argued that Alcibiades played a crucial role in the development of historiography. Westlake, followed by Hornblower,5 argues that Thucydides made Alcibiades increasingly prominent in his narrative as he came to understand the role of individuals in history at the expense of more general causal factors. This G. disputes. He first argues that the change was not in Thucydides but in the Athenians, who came to put personal motivations before public good after Pericles left the scene. Second, G. argues that for Thucydides -- unlike the speech-writers, though G. does not quite make this clear -- Alcibiades was not a "great individual," a Pericles or Churchill who directed events through his own superlative abilities, but merely a man whose contingent qualities happened to well position him to affect events in a time when individualism and selfish motivations were coming to the fore in Athenian politics. Thucydides' characterization of Alcibiades thus does not undermine attempts to find more general causal patterns, as a first reading of Aristotle's comment (Poetics 9.151a36-1451b11) about what Alcibiades did and what happened to him might suggest, but illustrates such a pattern: Alcibiades shows the dangers of individualism. "We are left not with Alcibiades the extraordinary individual, unlike any other in the History, but rather with an outstanding example of a wider pattern of Athenian political decay" (212).

G. here appears to conflate two set of distinctions which might better be kept separate. Previously, G. had distinguished great, i.e., superlative individuals (what he calls type 1), from unique ones (type 2). In this analysis Alcibiades had appeared to be superlative, i.e., great rather than unique. But when it comes to the analysis of Thucydides the question turns out to be whether the individual is historically important (i.e., great) because he consciously affected events through his own action (type 1), or is merely contingently important because a person with his traits was necessary to move events in a certain direction (type 2). Now Alcibiades is not great, but his personality and personal life matter. Perhaps we are to sort things out like this: Alcibiades' personality and personal life matter only because they exemplify historical trends. His type, rather than his unique individuality, is at issue. He is, then, merely a particularly extreme and therefore particularly illustrative example of the type of the personally ambitious Athenian politician. 

G.'s distinctions are also interesting for what they say, or rather don't say, about the sort of great man that Alcibiades isn't. From what G. says and implies it would appear that all great men are ultimately blank slates: for if it were their character that mattered, their importance would be merely that of the contingent sort. This flies in the face of our more romantic idea of individual greatness, but is perhaps true to Thucydides' thinking: it is precisely because Pericles acted out of impersonal motives and managed to keep his personal life in the background that he succeeded. But must individuals be successful to be great? And might not other situations demand the sort of individualism that turned out to be so pernicious at Athens? That G.'s distinctions about individuality do not resolve all these problems is hardly surprising given the complexity of these matters. They certainly do help us to ask the right questions about the presentation of Alcibiades and other individuals in Thucydides and elsewhere.

In his fourth chapter, on the Socratic writers, G. returns to the notion of Alcibiades as a great (i.e., type 1) individual. Alcibiades' great ambition had the potential to be turned toward philosophy rather than to politics, to inner rather than outer ends. G. finds two strands in the Socratic response to Alcibiades. The first, exemplified by the Alcibiades I attributed (wrongly in G.'s view) to Plato and the Alcibiades of Aeschines of Sphettus, consists of relatively straightforward protreptic in which Socrates shows the superiority of philosophy to politics by humiliating the gifted and ambitious young Alcibiades and converting him to philosophy. In the other strand a more complex picture emerges, in which the relationship between Socrates and Alcibiades is viewed in light of the trial of Socrates and as a means of exploring the relationship between philosophy and the city. G. argues that political issues were indeed a factor at the trial of Socrates, although it may have been Polycrates' Accusation of Socrates that first made Socrates' relationship with Alcibiades such an important part of the ongoing debate about him. Xenophon responds directly to such attacks early in the Memorabilia (although "the accuser" of Memorabilia 1.1-2 may not have been Polycrates himself), but thereafter, seemingly embarrassed by Socrates' more controversial associates, rarely mentions them -- and G. therefore says rather little about Xenophon.6 Plato's response is less straightforwardly apologetic. 

Callicles, G. argues, cannot be identical to Alcibiades but is certainly meant to remind us of him, sharing many of his strengths, particularly his intellectual honesty, but also his vices. The Gorgias shows that while the philosopher's arguments cannot be refuted, neither can they convince someone who has fallen under the spell of eros for the demos. It is the same eros which pulls the Symposium's Alcibiades from Socrates' side. Society corrupts the youth, not Socrates, and it is the corruption of existing regimes which will prevent promising natures like Alcibiades from becoming philosophers, much less philosopher-kings. Thus Plato rejects not only the charge that Socrates corrupted the youth but the implicit promise of the protreptic dialogues that through philosophy he could save them from the corrupt charms of public life. In the final part of his philosophical chapter, G. compares the Alcibiades of the Symposium with Thucydides' character. Each is ambitious, vain, and gifted at presenting a positive image of himself through the revelation of seemingly damning behavior. The Alcibiades of the Symposium has seemed attractive to some, but G. argues that we are meant to see through this superficial attractiveness. Socrates and Alcibiades are both strongly individuated characters, but their individualism is of different sorts. Socrates' is that of the philosopher trying to make his way in the cave of the city; his character is ultimately unified and based on reason, not personal quirks. Alcibiades' charm is that of the democratic man who cannot make up his mind; Socrates has given him a glimpse of the world outside the cave, but he is unable to tear himself away from the city. Alcibiades' belief that Socrates is unique shows that he has missed the essential point, that Socrates argues for the philosophical way of life that is the best way of life for all. Thus the sort of unique individuality Alcibiades represents is ultimately a dangerous illusion: "the deeper one goes, the less individuated one becomes" (257).7 What Pericles was to Thucydides Socrates is to Plato: an individual greatness consists, in large part, in his ability to transcend his individuality.

G concludes by tracing the development of his themes in Plutarch's life of Alcibiades. Plutarch plays up the inconsistency of Alcibiades. Does he bite like a woman or a lion? The effect is often to minimize the impact of Alcibiades' hybris, which loses much of its political punch; often the anecdotes have a little coda in which a charming Alcibiades puts all to right. Closely related to his inconsistency is his chameleon-like versatility, which Plutarch, following Plato, tends to view in an unfavorable light. Again following Plato, Plutarch makes Alcibiades' ambition the cause both of his initial attraction to philosophy and of his undoing. But in Plutarch there is no stark choice between philosophy and politics, and Socrates continues to be an influence on Alcibiades throughout his life. When it comes to comparison with Thucydides, the differences are more striking than the similarities. Some are due to differences in genre, but G. argues that Plutarch has a fundamentally different view of Alcibiades' relationship with the city. Alcibiades falls not because of the inevitable conflict between the great individual and the city, but because of his demagoguery, together with the inconsistency of the demos. In Plutarch Alcibiades seems to take a turn for the better after his return to Athens -- a trend we may have seen in Thucydides as well, had he lived to complete his work. But Plutarch closes the life with a return to the inconsistency and uncertainty that surrounds Alcibiades. Was he murdered to prevent him from leading Athens back to glory or because he had debauched a local girl? 

G.'s book is impressive both in its wide coverage of primary and secondary sources and in the depth of its insights into the issues raised by Alcibiades. It is also timely, at least if there is anything to be gained by comparing the scandals around Alcibiades with the political scandals of our day. Such comparisons are an important theme in de Romilly's recent biography. G., alas, resisted the temptation to draw such parallels, but his work will certainly help any readers unable to resist that temptation. And all of us who have been charmed and outraged by Alcibiades should be thankful for G.'s scholarly, insightful, and comprehensive book. 
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