
I n t r o duc   t i o n  —  5

DOROTHY Come on.
LION (absently tugs at his tail with his paws and gives a wail of fear) 

Ow-oo!
SCARECROW (as they turn) What happened?
LION (bawling) Somebody pulled my tail!
SCARECROW You did it yourself!7

Yet simply having a tail is not regrettable. A tail helps one main- 
tain balance; it can signal danger to one’s mates. Fear itself should 
not be feared but valued as a natural, adaptive response to dan-
ger. It is excessive fear that makes the coward. Before passing 
cauda on to English, the Old French added the usually pejorative  
suffix -ard.

That cowardice manages to pull its own tail frustrates the effort 
to come to a clear schematic understanding of it. Aristotle says that 
the coward is both excessively fearful and deficient in confidence; 
the reckless person has the opposite problem (not enough fear, too 
much confidence); the courageous person observes the mean in 
situations that inspire fear or confidence. It is tempting to visualize 
the vice–virtue–vice continuum as in this table. 

recklessness  courage cowardice

too little fear fear/confidence too much fear

too much confidence properly proportioned too little confidence

But, blurring the left end of the table, Aristotle also observed that 
reckless men are usually in fact cowards; they pretend to courage, 
ardently hoping for danger to come—only to shrink when it does.8 
On the right side of the table, the Earl of Rochester’s eighteenth-
century observation that “all men would be cowards if they durst” 
turns cowards into the envy of the brave.9 Yes—giving in to one’s 
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That the idea has lost currency is shown dramatically by a 
Google Ngram graph that depicts the declining use of the word 
cowardice as a percentage of all words appearing in books in the 
Google corpus in English between 1800 and 2008 in figure 0.2. 
The downward slope of coward is less steep, falling by half instead 
of 80 percent, suggesting that the insult—#COWARDS, as the bill-
board read—endures more strongly than discussion of the idea 
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supposed to do. As we dig into military examples as well as ar-
tistic and philosophical explorations of cowardice, this definition 
will be challenged in just about every way. We will see a form of 
cowardice characterized by too little fear. We will see duty deemed 
absurd. We will occasionally see cowards to whom we cannot refer 
with the masculine pronoun. Like a good coward, though, this 
baseline formula will give way and live to fight another day, and it 
will help us see how the idea of cowardice has endured—even as 
it has lost currency.
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sons who fled combat by asking, “Where have you come now in 
your cowardly flight, vile varlets? Do you intend to slink in here 
whence you came forth?”47 When Henry Fleming takes leave of 
his mother as he goes off to war, she upsets him by not declaring 
like a Spartan mother that a son should come back from combat 
“with his shield or on it,” but she does tell him, “yeh must never 
do no shirking, child, on my account. If so be a time comes when 
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side or to defend against a charge. It was the ultimate battle of will; 
failure in this endeavor on the part of an individual soldier would 
be immediately evident to his fellows—up to eight of whom he 
might be physically touching, with many more very close by.6 Be-
cause all those nearby were vulnerable to the contagion of fear that 
the cowardly man introduced, cowardice in the phalanx had great 
potential to do harm. If one man flees, the Greek poet Tyrtaeus 
said, “the spirit of the whole army falls apart.”7

But the phalanx that gave duty and cowardice such significance 
could also squeeze away that significance. Among the Greeks and 
Romans it was common practice to do what Homer depicts Nestor 
doing in the Iliad: placing brave men on the outsides of the pha-
lanx and putting the cowardly in the middle, “so that willing or 
not they would be forced to fight.”8 The absence of agency deprives 
such men’s actions of their moral content. In its comprehensive 
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Such redefinition of duty is part of a larger political and cul-
tural shift from a duty-based republicanism to a liberalism that 
emphasized rights. Patton in 1940 worried about America’s abil-
ity to fight a war because, he said, “We’ve pampered and confused 
our youth. We’ve talked too much about rights and not enough 
about duties.”86 And this was before the rise of rights movements 
for African Americans, women, gay men and lesbians, and other 
minorities in the second half of the twentieth century. The Google 
Ngram graph for rights runs in the opposite direction for that 
of duty, which is strikingly similar to that of cowardice. From its  
peak in the early 1800s, the term duty’s prominence decreased by 
a factor of five by 2000. 

Like cowardice, duty shows an uptick in usage over the past de-
cade or so. Some of this recent increase must be a result of the invo-
cation to duty after 9/11. Exaltations of duty like Lord Nelson’s or 
Robert E. Lee’s can sound archaic or grandiose, but they have not 
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enlisted in February of 1864, Clements claimed to be forty-four 
years and nine months old—an age perhaps too conveniently close  
to the maximum age for enlisting, which was forty-five, but lying 
about one’s age was not uncommon among men who were either 
too young or too old to serve. He was married, five feet five inches 
tall, a rope maker with a light complexion, gray eyes, and light 
hair.9 Clements was mustered into the Thirty-Second Regiment 
of Maine Volunteers of the Union Army in April 1864 but had 
“been left sick” in Maine. He did not join the rest of his regiment 
in Virginia until June 14. Two days later he was in the ranks but 
complaining, according to a fellow private, “that his foot or leg 
pained him Severely.” The enemy was a mile away, within cannon 
range, and musket fire could be heard. An hour before the regi-
ment went into action, Clements disappeared. For more than six 
months he hid with a few others in a swamp a couple of miles be-
hind the battle lines. On January 2nd, 1865, Clements was arrested 
and charged with desertion and cowardice. A few weeks later, at 
the end of his trial, he gave a statement in his defense. 

It is worth quoting at length.T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  D I A G N O S T I C  —  0 0 3
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tory information I will [be] happy to appear, and give minuter details: 
and for further satisfaction, undergo a surgical examination.

In view of this statement of facts I trust it may be the good pleasure 
of the honorable Court, to exercise clemency towards me, beautifully 
illustrating the Golden rule of our Savior.
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The eloquent if slightly legalistic and florid prose, written in 
a fine hand, makes the reader wonder: How can a self-professed 
mental deficient have produced such a document? This mystery is 
poignantly resolved at the end of the letter. Far to the left side of 
the page appear the letters “Sa.” Someone looking over Clements’s 
shoulder—perhaps the same man who had written the letter for 
him—must have interrupted him and told him to sign directly 
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Papers deciphers that strange word in the second-to-last sentence 
as “sycophant”—mistakenly, in my view.47 “Psychiatrist,” a biogra-
pher’s guess, strikes me as closer to the mark.48 But I think “su-
cotrast” is exactly what Patton meant to type; the handwritten cor-
rections seem intentionally haphazard too, so as to dramatize that 
“psychiatrist” was so not in his dictionary that he could not and 
would not spell it correctly. Patton, after all, thought that “a large 
proportion of men allegedly suffering from battle fatigue are really 
using an easy way out. . . . Any man who says he has battle fatigue 
is avoiding danger and forcing those who have more hardihood 
than himself the obligation of meeting it.” Judge advocate general 
Joseph Holt would certainly have agreed. “If soldiers would make 
fun of those who begin to show battle fatigue,” Patton went on, 
“they would prevent its spread, and also save the man who allows 
himself to malinger by this means from an after life [sic] of humili-
ation and regret.”49

Patton’s last words in the letter do reflect his worry about the 
mental cost of prolonged exposure to combat: “The war weariness 

Library of Congress




