Cowardice and ‘Deilia’ in Ancient Greek Warfare 
A modern definition of a coward is ‘a person contemptibly lacking in courage[footnoteRef:1][endnoteRef:1]. To our eyes this may seem a strong expression of the term. But just how fitting was this to the values of ancient Greece? In this essay I will assess collected modern scholarship to formulate a scholarly perspective on the concept of cowardice. An establishment of a current consensus will glean understanding of the development of thought up to this point and how it related to views held prior to 2000. [1:  Concise Oxford English Dictionary (2006)]  [1: ] 

   
'Courage in the Democratic Polis'[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Balot, R.K (2004)] 

Balot initially perceives courage in the Athenian sense as an outgrowth for democratic values, attributed as equality, security, and freedom. This article moves through the 6th, 5th and 4th Century BC, using examples from Athens and Sparta to reinforce his points. He cites scholarly approach towards courage, conducted through Plato and Aristotle, however, he states that Athenian democracy created its own courage through speeches, theatrical drama, and legal trials – components of their self-definition. Rather than addressing courage as simply a notion he advocates that courage was a ‘lived reality’, it was talked about, and decisions were made on this basis.  Balot places emphasis on courage being more than a state of being, but being a political tool, citing Pericles’ Funeral Oration as grounds for their understanding of duty and behaviour, distancing themselves from perceived Spartan “do or die” mentality.  

This article’s strength lies not in its contrast between Athenian and Spartan courage, but in recognising the similarities that became evident over time. He references a change in the 5th century with a shift from monumental tyrannicides enforcing Athenian co-operation, toward social coercion among fellow citizens. He also ascribes a fear of law surfacing at this time, (previously a Spartan attributed philosophy) explained in Aeschines’ 3.17, in which he warns citizens about the dangers of flouting the law. Balot draws more emphasis placed on the changing Athenian attitudes towards courage, perhaps to ‘simmer’ the idea that these were two vastly different states with one being considerably punitive to its inhabitants. I perceive that in this article, Balot seeks to ‘diffuse’ the Spartan Mirage, showing that instead the idea of performing for the state was a more generally held ideology, that courage in the Late Classical Period firmly held its roots in the camaraderie of the Agoge, and the mess-halls of the military.

'The Dark Side of Democratic Courage'[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Balot, R.K (2004)] 

In this article Balot is speaking to a wider audience, as this was written for a sociological journal with a different readership envisaged. Moreover, the focus of context is altered significantly as this article reviews courage in the light of the 9/11 terrorist attack. Perhaps in this reflective frame, he finds ease in compartmentalising theory, and delineating the difference between the ‘ancient’ and the ‘modern’. This article to me seemed more accessible in terms of understanding a progression of thought. Balot implies that theorists such as Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas viewed courage as a morally positive ambition of aims towards justified ends, whereas subsequent revision placed the concept of courage as morally neutral, dependant on a subject’s beliefs rather than situation. Arguably, this distinction can be seen in Balot’s separation of ‘andreia’ (‘manliness’) and ‘sophrosyne’ (‘self-restraint’ or ‘temperance’) 

'Courage: A Modern Look at an Ancient Virtue'[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Zavaliy, A.G. & Aristidou, M. (2014)] 

A comparative approach is used, evaluating the forms of courage as described by two authors, Aristotle and Plato. Aristotelian thought promotes ‘andreia’ in how it ought to be perceived and rather like the views expressed by in Plato’s Laches, reduce it primarily to a military context.  The authors record conflict in Aristotle’s remark that a courageous person can control their fear (1115b16-18) yet he considers a self-controlled person to be morally inferior to a virtuous one.  I agree with the authors in that Aristotle confines his definition of courage so tightly that few instances would meet his ‘standards’.  

An overarching theme is that Socrates, in refuting Laches’ definition of courage, broadens the concept, thus giving it a complexity that has been welcomed by modern scholars. Rachman (2004), Putnam (2001), and Ryan (2004) are cited, refocusing narratives of courage in contexts previously overlooked. This fits the consistent theme of courage being widened and redefined to beyond the Aristotelian perception of courage as largely military. A particular line that stood out to me was: “Acting courageously, among other things, involves identifying that optimal balance between a desire to maximise the effect of one’s actions and a sober estimate of one’s capabilities” (pg. 185). This immediately recalled modern emphasis on the individual contrasting prior perceptions of courage as a duty, one fulfilled predominantly through collective action. Past scholarship, such as Mowrer (1960) might have agreed with Aristotelian thought in his connection of courage with fearlessness. Mowrer stated that ‘courage is simply the absence of fear in situations where it might be expected to be present’.    

'Combat Stress Disorders and Their Treatment in Ancient Greece'[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ustinov, Y. & Cardena, E. (2014)] 

Opening this article, the authors state that combat stress has been undervalued and misrepresented in studies of the Ancient World. While I tentatively agree that this has been an undervalue topic, I attribute the recent development in psychological studies to an increased availability of evidence as well as emerging schools of thought. The 5th Century BC sophist Gorgias contributed greatly to the filed of military psychology at a time when the authors describe battlefield courage being the foremost duty of the citizen soldier.  

This article finds strength in its incorporation of literature and iconographical evidence in presenting a widely experienced condition. The authors do not distinguish perceptions of mental health as a distant one as they supplement evidence both in ancient sources and relevant scholarship that indicates care or support was given to those afflicted with combat stress, they acknowledge that mental health was a largely ignored issue. While this article does not claim that support was offered widely, it seeks to disassemble the purely military mindset, comparable to the ‘Spartan Mirage’, at the time. This is due to their understanding that Gorgias (whose ideas remain today) recognised that the soldiers were not of weak character as previously thought but suffering from the traumas of warfare. Mental health, however, cannot always be visibly identified and was commonly misunderstood at the time, potentially limiting to rely on the accounts depicting ailments and psychological trauma, this inevitably creates a barrier between those who experienced it and those reading it.

'The Discourse of Disability in Ancient Greece'[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  Penrose Jr, W.D. (2015)] 

This article questions whether the categorisation of disability existed in antiquity.  Evidenced in Plutarch, Lysias it seems that a recognition of disability was understood, however, the author distinguishes a division in scholarship in how disabilities were recognised in ancient society. An example of this is the works of Stiker, Garland and Vlahogiannis who credit the ancient Greeks and Romans with identifying disabilities, however, scholars such as Davis perceive a division created in modernity. The author feels that there is a ‘moral model’ in how those with disabilities were equated with divine disfavour, but he also feels that there was a recognition of disability being related to illness. I feel that he could perhaps elaborate further, in whether this was a consistent opinion or whether it changed over time.  

'Articulating Status in Ancient Greece: Status (In)Consistency as a New Approach'[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Davies, P. (2017)] 

This article informs us of social status in the Greek World and relies heavily on social sciences for its main argument, which is about a shift in description of social status. The author wishes to differ from the ideas of de Ste Croix and Finley who based their ideas in the works of Marx and Weber.  

Davies proposes a concept of status (in)consistency (emerging in the 1950s) which argues a social status is constructed of various factors, i.e. birth or career, which may interact or remain independent. This movement of an aspect will create inconsistency between the other factors. He describes Sparta as a status conscious society exemplified through names attributed to demographics. The author describes status as contextual and is affected by the circumstances and the affiliations of the individual. The author makes clear that movement between major legal status in Sparta was difficult as seen in Herodotus (9.85), however, I think it is compromised when used in this example. The very nature of perioikoi, ‘dwelling around’ suggests a perception of them being ‘different’ therefore the Spartan ideology takes precedence. Another less clearly defined society may glean more information. I feel this article is limited in its affectiveness as a knowledge of social sciences is needed to fully understand and engage with the theories discussed.

"With the shield or upon it": military death and cowardice in Sparta'[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Kulesza, R. (2008)] 

The author argues that Sparta was not inherently a military society with a ‘win or die mentality’ taking the form of a guideline rather than a requirement. He recognises that cowardice had an importance in Spartan society as it contradicts the ‘glorified death’ of falling in battle. Death in this manner was ‘celebrated’ with memorials and songs being created for the dead. However, those who feared battle were regarded as cowards.  Figures like Aristodemus were treated harshly and branded ‘tremblers’. Xenophon exemplifies this in writing that Lycurgus awarded an ‘unhappy’ life to the bad. To the Spartans cowardice was anathema. Kulesza cites Tyrtaios (fr.11,11-20) as an example of disapproval. 

The author speculates that punishment towards ‘cowards’ was more commonplace than in other poleis but interestingly he notes that it is unclear whether this was of a temporary or permanent nature. Their treatment is explained as resulting from either acts of law or social custom. Kulezsa posts acts of self-preservation often drove punishment, referencing Sparta not punishing 300 soldiers following Leuctra. This introduced a new perspective for me, the potential treatment of ‘cowards’ may not have been as straightforward as initially thought, it may have been shaped by the state’s interests.

Perhaps the most telling is Kulezsa acknowledgement of the importance of the syssitia which appears central to the social status of the Spartan male. Reputation as a coward risked exclusion from the syssitia meaning an automatic relegation to a second-class citizen. Although we could argue that Spartan may not have been an overtly military society it appears clear that social status was an integral feature.  Personally, I feel Kulezsa provides a fascinating account of cowardice, not just on the battlefield but manifested in the experiences in the family of the accused.
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