Cowardice and ‘Deilia’ in Ancient Greek Warfare 

A modern definition of a coward is “a person contemptibly lacking in courage”[footnoteRef:355]. We may consider this a strong expression of the term, especially in the light of a broader understanding of psychology, and perceptions within the media over the last 20 years. I will investigate how fitting this modern conception is to the values of ancient Greece to formulate a scholarly perspective on the concept of cowardice, exploring the ways in which it was treated by the state, manifested itself on the battlefield and in the psychology of the Hoplite.   [355:  Concise Oxford Dictionary] 


Zavaliy (2020) traces courage originally to the Homeric epics (The Illiad and The Odyssey) emphasising the ‘hero’ in battle. Aristophanes and Plato redefined courage, as evidenced in comedies and The Dialogues of Plato. Aristotle’s revisionist approach saw courage as a purely male, martial characteristic. Zavaliy concedes that courage is not, as in Aristotle’s view; a single trait, and that being ‘courageous’ is relative. Like Balot (2004), Zavaliy discusses the Periclean Funeral Oration. It broadened courage and makes clear that this serves to represent the ideal Athenian Hoplite. For Balot, it was a political tool, reinforcing duty and behaviour, distancing themselves from perceived Spartan “do or die” mentality. 

For Sparta and Athens, bravery could be interpreted differently, but Balot suggests their attitudes found similarities over time. In the 5th century, Athens underwent a shift from monumental tyrannicides towards social coercion, along with a fear of law (a largely Spartan philosophy), recorded in Aeschines[footnoteRef:9065]. These changing Athenian attitudes serve the idea that these were two vastly different states. Balot disassembles the ‘Spartan Mirage’, arguing that courage did not necessarily come from state ideology, but was found in the camaraderie of the hoplites. For Balot, Athenian courage represented democratic values, attributed as equality, security, and freedom. Furthermore, Athenian democracy created its own courage through speeches, theatrical drama, and legal trials. He advocates that courage was a “lived reality”, talked about, with decisions made accordingly, rather than a simple notion.  [9065:  Aeschin. 3.17] 


The power dynamic between strength and weakness as told by Thucydides left a legacy on the interpretation of inter-state relations. Lanni argues the law of war centred on the protection of sacred objects, with war often driven by intra-state norms. Despite distinct poleis, Greece had a common language, panhellenic festivals, religion, and moral values guided by Homeric tales. These laws were unwritten and customary but could not manage to support smaller poleis against larger ones. Thucydides[footnoteRef:9552] depicts a correlation between a large polis, like Athens, and an ability to exert their influence over surrounding regions. The Siege of Melos and Melian Dialogue, demonstrates influence and power of larger poleis[footnoteRef:9328]. Only few examples, like the Amphictyonic Council, were formal agreements. [9552:  Thuc. 5.89]  [9328:  Thuc. 5.116] 


Davies (2017) describes social status in ancient Greece, relying heavily on social sciences for its main argument. He differs from the (largely class-based) ideas of de Ste Croix and Finley resonating the works of Marx and Weber. Davies proposes a concept of status inconsistency (emerging in the 1950s) arguing social status is constructed of various factors, i.e. birth or career, but an aspect’s movement creates inconsistency with other factors. He describes Sparta as a status conscious society, where status was contextual, affected by the circumstances and affiliations of the individual. Davies uses literature in making clear that movement between major legal status in Sparta was difficult[footnoteRef:26324]. Social movement could be enforced, however, deliberately through ostracism and expulsion.  [26324:  Hdt. Hist. 9.85] 


Crowley (2020) applies Wesbrook’s sociological theory in assessing the Hoplite fighting methods and psychology. He believes the perception of Athens as having unchecked ambition, stemming from Thucydides, does not encapsulate Athens’ spirit. Athens’ achievements, says Crowley, were seen through radical democracy, and their trireme fleet’s strength. Other scholars like Hanson (2006) imply that this served as a distraction for their “inferior Hoplites” who “hid behind their fortifications”[footnoteRef:29959]. Crowley feels this inhibits recognition of the hoplites and the definition of battle. Van Wees (2004) has refocused attention towards social groups (Helots and Perioikoi) often excluded from battle reports, exploring their contribution to war. He follows this methodology, primarily looking to ‘correct’ the ‘hoplite ideology’. His work is rooted in the research of Krentz (1985), Ober (1985) and Gabrielsen (2002). He argues the ‘warrior code’ (beginning in Homeric war) was rare with instead, a commonly held desire for individual personal prowess, reinforcing the ideal of the ‘citizen soldier’. This counters Detienne’s (1968) viewpoint of Homeric war as a furious contest. Lanni’s article diverges in scholarship, moving away from realism (Morgenthau 1946, Niebuhr 1932). Van Wees also dismisses the realist view that Greece was always at war or preparing for war. A move away from realism is concurrent with a recent emergence of studies in Social History, Ethnohistory, Cultural History.  [29959:  Hanson, 2006, p. 81, 123-61.] 


Crowley uses Wesbrook’s (1980) model of combat motivation which aimed to “separate psychological capacity for combat into a series of discrete but mutually reinforcing components”[footnoteRef:10506]. Crowley suggests the phalanx was a collective (like the Agoge), with an interpersonal affiliation formed in tribal ‘taxis’ (an ‘arrangement’). This gave the norms necessary for close combat but instilled pressure to fight. Combat was the only correct, ethical response for the Athenian Hoplite, but leaders were unable to force unwilling soldiers to adopt their demands. Crowley’s argument that the “soldier’s willingness to fight is neither spontaneous or autonomous, it is determined by socio-political force”’[footnoteRef:26056], potentially contradicts the notion of cowardice. It is the inherent emotions that drives their response, i.e. to run away. This may have heralded harsher methods like ostracism, which although did not punish those who were unwilling, provided expressions of displeasure to those leading the military. [10506:  Crowley, 2020, p. 127.]  [26056:  Crowley, 2020, p. 105.] 


Scott (2015) examines the frequency of the phrase ‘to die fighting’ within Xenophon’s work, arguing it incited a negative reception of Spartan leadership. The tradition of supporting Xenophon, he attests, starts with Niebuhr (1932) who depicted Xenophon as sympathetic to Sparta. Scott’s work, though not completely supportive, marks a developing trend in scholarship. Xenophon’s remarks on Mindarus[footnoteRef:5751] state a lack of leadership in his soldiers fleeing, but in Mindarus staying to fight, Xenophon notes loyalty to the Spartan moral social code. Chrissanthos (2013) argues the use of disclipine fluctuated, reflecting society’s values and ideals. Chrissanthos extends the definition of discipline, beyond punitive measures exerted on soldiers, relaying Homeric discipline in kings, who wished to display authority and wisdom, and “amongst the soldiers themselves”[footnoteRef:20913]. [5751:  Xen. Hell. 1.1.18]  [20913:  Phillips, 2001, p. 326.] 


Chrissanthos argues the biggest change was in patriotism, an individual soldier within a phalanx, representing a polis. Demographic pressure also changed the response to cowardice, as battles became larger and more frequent, a greater volume of soldiers was consistently needed[footnoteRef:2866]. He implies that punishment was scarce, with few examples being confined to cowardice, demonstrating that discipline was unchanged, since the Homeric period, although some laws were written. Van Wees however, suggests a strong presence of discipline, noting Xenophon’s resulting court martial[footnoteRef:30750]. He notes the ‘grandeur’ of a public trial, resulting in the (serious) loss of all or partial citizen rights. However, the overlap between citizen and soldier was such, Chrissanthos argues, that there was no clear distinction between them. Chrissanthos describes the army as a ‘mobile polis’ in which the soldier enjoyed much of the same rights as a citizen. [2866:  Plut. Ages. 30.6]  [30750:  Xen. An. 5.7.34 and 8.10-18] 


Kulesza (2008) speculates that Spartan punishment towards ‘cowards’ was more frequent, from either act of law or social custom. He suggests acts of self-preservation often drove punishment, therefore, responses to cowardice may have been shaped by the state’s interests. Kulesza acknowledges the importance of the syssitia, considered central to a Spartan male’s status (exclusion may mean relegation to a second-class citizen). This created derision extended to the ‘coward’s’ family. Consequencies were not just present on the battlefield but in the experiences of the individual and their family. 

Zavaliy and Aristidou’s (2014) comparative study of courage starts with Aristotle and Plato. To Aristotle, ‘andreia’ was evident in a military context. They find conflict with Aristotle’s remark that a courageous person can control their fear[footnoteRef:22347] yet a self-controlled person to be morally inferior to a virtuous one. Socrates, in refuting Laches’ martial definition of courage, broadens the concept, giving it a complexity embraced by modern scholars, seen in Putnam (2001), Rachman (2004) and Ryan (2004). Collectively, this represents a modern emphasis on the individual, opposed to fulfilment through mutual action. Past scholarship, such as Mowrer (1960) might agree with Aristotle’s 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”[footnoteRef:23627]. [22347:  Arist. Eth. Nic. page 1115b16-18]  [23627:  Mowrer, 1960, p. 435.] 


Konstan (2003) recognises that shame has been overlooked for some time, with studies on guilt being in tune with the ‘modern man’. It is only in the last 80 years that ‘shame’ has been studied, with many assimilating shame and guilt in scholarship. Konstan describes shame as deemed a ‘morally deficient emotion’, stating “we are afraid of shame”[footnoteRef:2864]. In classical Greece it was a centrally disliked concept, although van Wees perceives that shame was felt strongly as hoplites fought to live up their ancestors. The achievement of glory was collective, and the idea of state-devotion reflected their treatment of cowards, there was rarely room for cowardice in their mentality.  [2864:  Konstan, 2003, p. 1049.] 


Those labelled as cowards could regain favour amongst peers but were still subservient to the moral code. Here van Wees mentions that Herodotus[footnoteRef:11059] looked upon Aristodemus favourably but recognised he was still subject to their ideals. At the battle of Plataea, he fought furiously to redeem his ‘cowardly’ actions at Thermopylae, gaining respect amongst Spartans, but in fighting with ‘suicidal recklessness’, clashed with their ideal of valour. Konstan uses the example of Sophocles’ play Ajax to relate a potentially modern misconception about shame. He determines it is not clear that Ajax feels shame, (by not regretting his actions), but instead feels anger. To Konstan, (citing Shweder and Haidt 2000)[footnoteRef:25759] there is a delicate balance in using another language to define emotional meanings of other cultures, he suggests using meaning and context to broaden our awareness.  [11059:  Hdt. Hist. 9.71]  [25759:  Shweder and Haidt, 2000, p.46.] 


Rosen and Sluiter (2003) reinforce the idea that courage is everchanging. Emerging feminist studies (de Beauvoir 1949, Millett 1970,) generated reassessment of ‘courage’ and ‘manliness’. Categorised emotion by Plato and Aristotle has formulated the opinions of scholarship for generations but a resurgence in attention of Socratic dialogue has refocused our linguistic approach. Developments in psychological and linguistic studies contribute a greater link to the languages of the past This is evident in addressing the definition of ‘andreia’. 

Kulesza views Sparta’s ‘win or die mentality’ as a guideline, rather than requirement. Cowardice had importance in Spartan society as it contradicted the ‘glorified death’ of falling in battle, which was ‘celebrated’ with memorials and songs being created for the dead. Those who feared battle were regarded as cowards, often treated harshly, being branded ‘tremblers’. An example of disapproval is seen in Herodotus[footnoteRef:27732]. For van Wees, as Hoplite war grew in scale, combat became more psychologically and physically draining than in the Homeric and archaic periods - shame remained a powerful force. Athenian comedies (Aristophanes’ Cleonymus) emphasised treatment of cowards who received verbal abuse and faced derision. In Sparta, the social ostracism of ‘tremblers’ was intentionally demeaning and was not purely social, political figures were physically ostracised. [27732:  Hdt. Hist. 7.231-2] 


Prior to the 6th Century BC in Athens, Forsdyke (2005) argues early poleis used self-regulation as a method of strengthening their civil structures. As expulsion increased in subsequent periods, leaders sought to limit frequent changes in power resulting in conflict. Whether frequently or infrequently, expulsion meant non-elites could intervene in intra-elite conflicts. Regarding ‘petalism’, scholarly debate asks whether expulsion epitomised a “thorough going democracy”[footnoteRef:3230] or (in Syracuse’s case) its rapid repeal displayed the lingering power of elites within democracy[footnoteRef:13306]. Forsdyke talks about the ‘politics of exile’, arguing that exile was used as a political tool. [3230:  Robinson, 2000, p. 197.]  [13306:  Berger, 1989, p. 305-6; Diod. Sic. 11.87] 

 
In considering the negatives of courage, Balot (2004) reviews courage in the light of the 9/11 terrorist attack. Balot implies courage signified a positive ambition of aims towards justified ends, whereas subsequent revision placed the concept of courage as morally neutral, dependant on a subject’s situation. Further, we should consider disability and combat stress, both of which have been given more acknowledgment in modern times. Central to Greek military mentality, was fighting for their polis, showing collective strength, but this was not always possible. The Athenians did recognise disability, awarding maintenance payments and exempting them from military service. It is unclear how categorisation functioned in Spartan society. Vlahogiannis (1998), Stiker (1999), and Garland (2010) credit the ancient Greeks and Romans with identifying disabilities, however, others like Davis (2000) perceive a division created in modernity. Penrose (2015) states there is a ‘moral model’ in how those with disabilities were equated with divine disfavour, and a recognition of disability being related to illness. Penrose implies the Athenians were ‘kinder’ in treating disabilities whilst describing what he calls “the ugly head of Spartan ableism”[footnoteRef:21474]. [21474:  Penrose, 2015, p. 510.] 


To Ustinov and Cardena (2014) combat stress is a misrepresented topic. There has been development in psychological studies, with increased availability of evidence and emerging schools of thought. The 5th Century BC sophist Gorgias contributed greatly to the field of military psychology at a time when battlefield courage was the foremost duty of the citizen soldier. Ustinov and Cardena do not distinguish perceptions of mental health as a distant one. Supplemented evidence in ancient sources and relevant scholarship indicates care or support was given to those afflicted with combat stress[footnoteRef:27079]. They do not claim that support was offered widely, but seek to re-evaluate that martial loyalty was central, comparable to the ‘Spartan Mirage’. This is due to their understanding that Gorgias recognised that the soldiers were not of weak character as previously thought but suffering from the traumas of warfare. [27079:  Hippoc. 4.89] 


To conclude, the concept of the ‘Spartan Mirage’ and a state driven ideology, has blurred what we could recognise as courage. Although methods of coercion may have been used, it is insufficient to assume this was conclusively followed. Rather, it was the desire to be ‘patriotic’ within themselves that drove them. It was individualistic behaviour done on behalf of the state, rather than state behaviour done on behalf of the individual. As warfare grew, so did the psychological/physical trauma, and forms of close-quarter combat experienced. It is hard not to acknowledge the toll exerted on soldiers. 

In scholarship’s dissection of courage/cowardice, we have found an easier way to discuss this topic. It epitomises everything we dislike about ourselves. With regards to cowardice, it is evident that the modern perception, especially in the light of 9/11 (as mentioned frequently in these works), and large-scale ‘world’ warfare cannot be viewed uniformly, perhaps it is confined to bring reassurance. ‘Courage’ is a zeitgeist, representative of the time in which it is discussed. In ancient Greece, cowardice was discouraged as they saw it bigger than an individual rejection, it was a rejection of the mindset which the poleis created. It is in the state’s creation of a martial ‘family’ that they felt reassured however in the modern lack of assurance, it is in a single definition that keeps us grounded.
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