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The Seleukid Infantry & Cavalry Ratios:
The Importance of Numerical Evidence for Understanding Seleukid Warfare

In light of the dominant role that cavalry played in Alexander the Great’s army, modern scholars have often judged the Hellenistic world by the same standards. Disappointed by a perceived lack of decisive mounted warfare in comparison, military scholarship has commonly dismissed Hellenistic cavalry as having gradually lost its importance as a tactical arm. In particular, it is commonly assumed that Hellenistic cavalry underwent a decline in numerical importance regarding its relative proportion to the infantry contingents of the army. Rather than the average 6:1 infantry:cavalry ratio of Alexander’s army, scholarship has claimed that Hellenistic ratios were typically around 10:1, in line with earlier Classical Greek proportions. Such judgements, however, misrepresent the realities of Hellenistic warfare. Indeed, despite these claims, no scholar actually assesses the numerical evidence in detail, leading to crucial misunderstandings of the infantry-cavalry relationship in this period.

Considering an army’s infantry-cavalry ratio is important for understanding how much emphasis commanders placed on each arm, besides for tracing military developments and troop diversity over time. Moreover, it functions as an indirect marker of social and cultural attitudes towards different forms of military service, and the attitudes of kings towards each specific campaign. This paper will address this gap by closely examining the numerical evidence for the Seleukid army (focusing on Ipsus (301 BC), Raphia (217 BC), Antiochos III’s eastern campaign (212-206 BC), Magnesia (190 BC), Beth-Zechariah (162 BC), and Elasa (160 BC)). Through this, I shall show that although ratios of 10:1 do appear in the Seleukid evidence, they are by no means the rule. In fact, fluctuating patterns of 5:1 and 10:1 are common, indicating the military sophistication of Seleukid commanders in their willingness to experiment and adapt their battlefield strategy according to circumstance.
