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The Rise of Macedonia
•  We do not know much about Macedonia before the middle of the 4th century BC, when the emergence of a strong Macedonian state under King Philip II brought it into direct contact with the Greek world to the south.

•  Most of the information we do have, even in the 4th century BC, comes from Greek sources, during a period when relations between the major Greek cities and Macedonia were deteriorating rapidly.  This is especially true of the inflammatory speeches of 4th century Athenian politicians and orators such as Isocrates and Demosthenes (his Philippics and Olynthiacs). Our evidence is biased.

•  The Macedones were just one of many tribal groups on the northern fringes of the Greek world. They were related ethnically to the Greeks, but spoke a primitive northwestern Greek dialect, so strongly influenced by surrounding non-Greek languages that the Greek and Macedonian languages were mutually unintelligible by Classical times.

•  Macedonia did not develop independent city-state types of government, but was tribally organized under a king, who embodied the state, owned all land, had full powers in war and diplomacy, and served as priest, judge and treasurer.  He was advised by a council of nobles from each tribe, and from these came the group of “companions” or hetairoi who had close informal relations with the king.  This group was very important to Alexander.  This form of aristocratic kingship is not unlike that described by Homer, or seen in early Rome.

•  Greek interests in Macedonia principally involved colonization, from the 7th century BC, along the coast of the Thermaic Gulf and Chalkidike, and exploitation of vital natural resources, such as timber and pitch for shipbuilding, and gold and silver for coinage (especially from the mines on Mt. Pangaeus).  

•  Macedonian links with the Greek world were at first purely aristocratic.  Macedonian kings claimed descent from the Greek city of Argos as an Argead dynasty, with close links to the hero Herakles.  Alexander I (495-450) was recognized as sufficiently Greek to be allowed to compete in the Olympic games.  By the time of Archelaus I (413-399 BC) both the king and nobility had become somewhat Hellenized: he established a new Macedonian capital at Pella, and was able to attract to the court such big names as the painter Zeuxis and the playwright Euripides.  Following weak kings, attacks from neighbors, and internecine disputes, the rule of Philip II was revolutionary.  

Alexander’s own view of Philip’s impact is to be seen in his Speech at Opis (Arrian VII, 8).

