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Abstract

Among the experiences of otherness that unsetikedhperial trope of the warrior hero,
this paper focuses on the representation of thembim three autobiographical responses
to the Great War. By following the traces of thelimgerer, the deserter and the
psychologically injured soldier in Herberfihe Secret Battl¢1919), Aldington’sDeath

of a Hero (1929) and Manning'$Her Privates We(1930), the hero-other distinction
induced by Victorian standards will be explored agopular theme that becomes
problematic on the Western front, as the figuréhef (heroic) self and of the (antiheroic)
other start to move away from the rigidity of thedry system. While Herbert, Aldington
and Manning keep a strong component of their ovassclnd patriotic identity both in
their novels and in their lives, the Great War eipee suggests the possibility of
removing the association traditionally maintainestvieen heroism and the Victorian
notions of manliness. Such openness not only aiggte the norm, but paves the way for
the elaboration of a new sense of heroic selfh®@adticular attention is given to the
representation of the shell-shocked soldier aseaddistruggle and negotiation between
the trope of cowardice and its reality.
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1. Introduction

The trope of the soldier as a warrior hero, whossestial traits were
physical strength, courage and aggression, onrieéhand, and a moral
dimension to justify war on the other, was a dominaaradigm in the
literary construction of the heroic masculine idéwelt prevailed in mid-
to late-nineteenth century Britain and in the ygaisr to the Great War.
The depiction of masculine traits as innate essengechanging and
ahistorical, derived from an overemphasis on aargsdist view of male
roles, the function of which was to divide, separand thus manage
masculinities based on a binary opposition betwher(heroic) self and
the (antiheroic) othéer.In the context of this Manichean confrontation,

! Essentialist theories of gender—in opposition thatvhas been called
“constructionism” or “social construction of masiogl identity” (Gilmore 1990:
1; Connell, 2005: 67-70; Kimmel 2004: 93-116)—akdbat “masculine or
feminine traits are innate (essences) in the iddiai” (Buchbinder 1994: 4).
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the representation of the warrior hero was thussttooted against “a
negative stereotype”™—embodied by women, cowardsjdsexuals and
the omnipresent military enemy— that “failed to @@ up to the
ideal” and projected “the exact opposite of truescudinity” (Mosse
1996: 6). Blurring this type of distinction, whicfihompson calls
“bonding-by-exclusion” (1982: 176), seemed to ineakaos and defeat.
As British colonial expansion continued into theenhtieth century,
together with the military demands and the neepetpetuate the status
quo, the blank acceptance of the idea that “bybeotg Others we define
ourselves” (Barkan 1994: 180) started to revealattrdeties behind the
traditional concepts of manliness.

In fact it was the encounter with modern warfarel amth the
unprecedented scale of death during the Great léamatted as the final
straw in the subversion of the apparently stabjeeimal discourse. While
still promoted through the use of uniforms, thederin the regiment and
the remembrance of the fallen, this binary systetmereby the British
soldier had the right to assume superiority over #mtiheroic-other,
started to raise questions and concerns aboututbenmraking process.
The borderlines between ‘the hero’ and ‘the otte#her disappeared or
shifted sharply; the meaning of ‘them’ started ¢osleen as a variation of
the meaning of ‘us’ and the alterity of the otheuld not be always
secured. As Barrell suggests, “what at first isnsa® the other—utterly
foreign, repugnant, disgusting—is ‘made over thie gif the self” (gtd
in Steedman 1995: 72).

Among the experiences of otherness that unsetbednbrmative
image of the British soldier, this paper focusestlmn representation of
the coward. In Hadlock’s words, “the coward is léirtg figure, in every
sense” (2006: 239). The idea of cowardice as pnogidn exact mirror
of the anxieties and fears of the soldier herassirttive of World War
One literature. The coward is an outsider thatirespfear and rejection

This essentialist approach to gender was a constaviictorian literature and
allowed for the construction of the binary oppagis that distinguished warrior-
heroes from the others—females, cowards and enemiasd made them
appear either as the protectors or seducers of wamas the feared enemies of
other men (Buchbinder 1994: 3; Mosse 1996: 9; ByaiD03: 24).
Consequently, Victorian writers and readers wei@araged to praise forms of
heroism that not only excluded women but—becausthaif racial, class and
ideological components—also excluded large numbensen.
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and is always stereotyped in much the same mammeét faces the
accepted norm; yet it also internalizes the neeth¢orporate certain
non-normative aspects into the soldier's experieddg contention is
that the exploration of the figure of the cowardigldier demands a
reconceptualisation of the concept of the herolitisemore significant
and subtle ways than have been acknowledged byndoinnarratives.
In that sense then, the coward emerges as an adergsistance,
embodying the conscious or unconscious abandonofigme-war ideals
of manly behaviour. By following the traces of tt@wvardly soldier—in
the representation of the malingerer, the desartdrthe psychologically
injured soldier—I will explore how the hero-othdstihction induced by
Victorian standards became problematic during theaGWar, as both
hero and other start to move away from the rigidityhe binary system.

In order to develop my arguments | will focus onreth
autobiographical responses to the Great War, HesbiEre Secret Battle
(1919), Aldington’sDeath of a Her1929) and Manning’'sler Privates
We (1930). The three texts share a common themebemts Harry
Penrose, Aldington’s George Winterbourne and MagieiiBourne are
similarly affected by the war, exhibiting the typ&stoic resistance that
may have won them a Victoria Cross, yet, their posfeaction is driven
too far to resist the weight of war and they aradd into victims rather
than heroes or, better said, into the victims-asd® Although the three
writers represented, enacted and reproduced thelating codes of
manhood both in their novels and in their lives—ythame from middle-
class and upper-middle-class backgrounds; they beeh to public
schools and served as officers at the front—thé#itudes towards
cowardice suggest the possibility of removing thesoaiation
traditionally maintained between heroism and noiveamasculinity.
Functionally, the presence of the cowardly soldiethe texts may be
attributed to the need to distinguish it from pnop®gle behaviour, yet it
may also be read as the expression of the writeva) restrained
impulses, as fear was the driving force behindrthiries. In effect, as
Scheunemann suggests, fear is not only “the ematiost intimately
connected with war” but “fear and cowardice may egpto be too
closely connected” (2012: 181). The three noveéssiructured around
fear, or rather around the tension between theaési and the fear of
war.
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Moreover, Winterbourne’s suicide and Penrose’sgaliedesertion,
which were essentially related to cowardice atttime, are in fact the
result of severe war trauma. The question of “séledick,” then, will be
brought to the fore, not just as mental injury, bsta site of struggle
between courageous and demonic stereotypes ofryililentity. The
figure of the shell-shocked soldier becomes a nietiathat goes beyond
the sense of oppression and futility that permeatesl Great War
experience. It has to do with certain masculineulsgs and behaviours
that departed from the hero’s tale and revealedtémsion between
traditional gender roles and the private, emoti@xglerience of war. My
contention is that the appreciation of the widectpen of acts ranging
from the courageous to the cowardly is critical understand how
cowardice is represented both as trope and rdalitlye literature of the
Great War.

2. The Malingerer, the Deserter and the Shell-skdckoldier

As a countertype to the hero, the trope of the cdwaes back in time to
Aristophanes’ comedyhe Knightsin 424 BC, in which the cowardly
soldier is first introduced as a purely comic tygdeonymus was an
Athenian general who dropped his shield in battid #ied. Whether in
the form of a mock-hero or in a more tragic, evilpdtiful portrait, the
coward has been a recurrent theme in literatuhagily because manly
courage has always had a heightened social dimehdio the late

2 Unlike Aristophanes’ mock-heroic treatment of Glgmus, Sir Walter Scott’s
The Fair Maid of Perth(1828) follows the tragic destruction of the cogar
Self-aware and ashamed of his cowardice, Conacbemmits suicide after
fleeing a duel with Henry Gow, his rival for therfubof the fair maid Catherine
Glover. In 1884, Guy de Maupassant takes his readés the mind of another
tragic coward. “Le lache” was published @ontes du jour et de la nujL885)

and tells the story of Vicomte Gontran-Joseph dm@&es. After what may be
regarded as a mental duel with himself, the Vicooatmits suicide rather than
face the fear of death. This is because duels feerght “for the sake of male
honour, and the concept of honour was to last,céeteal with courage [...] [T]o
be called a coward was the worst insult” (Mosse6198), even worse than
death. The representation of character traits stintg traditional

representations of the heroic can also be seermakeSpeare’'s plays. All the
complexity of cowardice and courage is containedhim character of Hamlet
who, faced with evidence that his uncle murderesl father, becomes too
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nineteenth century, a New York Times editorial adjthat “to be brave
is as essential for a man as to be chaste is Wayman” and that “these
fundamental points of honor are rigidly exactedpimportion to the
elevation of society” (“The Crime of Cowardice” 186 No matter how
much the traditional masculine ideal has variedietail, it has always
served as a symbol for the hopes of society aeldtg enemies, then, are
seen as the enemies of society as well, as theeimfithe courageous
soldier willing ‘to do his bit for King and countrnhas been built in
opposition to all that this single standard of n@othis not.

Despite this alleged ‘stark opposition’ between terageous and
the cowardly, the history of literature has allowfed a more complex
appreciation of what seems to be a highly subjecand disputable
matter. The complexity of the so-called “unheroiodes” (Brombert
1999: 1) and the idea that the anti-hero emergéa sgecial category of
heroes” (Lubin 1968: 3) make it possible to sugdblst perhaps the
courageous was twinborn with the cowardly, thaeneht to the classical
heroic ideals was the human failure to achievet teast to sustain those
ideals: “Every hero has his weakness, and we mbgvieeevery coward
has a point where he comes to bay and will figlg world” (“The
Coward in Literature” 1909: 255).

The Victorian imperative to rebuke cowardice andere courage
profoundly affected how soldiers behaved at thentfrowhile
performance in battle was especially subject tgémient in these terms,

indecisive and thoughtful for revenge yet too bfadsuicide. Macbeth, on the
other hand, can be regarded as a coward, if compete Lady Macbeth, yet he
is strong and brave as a soldier. As mentioned gbsometimes the coward
serves as comedy relief. School stories dwell mmaglkion the representation of
the coward, particularly Thomas Anstey Guthri&&e Versa: A Lesson to
Fathers(1882). By some magic trick, the amiable busimaas Paul Bultitude

finds himself transformed into his son’s person ardected to fight his battles
in a boarding schootuled by the hated Dr. Grimstone. As to the coward
villain, the rich Barney Newcome, in Thackeray'he Newcomegl855), is a

genuine Victorian specimen of the braggart typeckBns’ Barnaby Rudge

(1841) brings about one of the most abject cowattts:hangman in Newgate
prison. Edward Dennis’ horror of being executednigxact proportion to his
enjoyment of inflicting death on others. Becausehgir unsettled roots, Jews
were not only considered as outsiders, but asraeptarget for cowardice; the
Jew picture-dealer in Kipling’The Light that Failed(1890) is an interesting
example.
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the challenge to preserve and enhance manly ré@outaas an ongoing
concern. It entailed both avoiding conduct that hhhigave invited the
charge of cowardice and keenly upholding manhodtenoat the

expense of other men. Those who, because of theianly behaviour,
were regarded as cowards could not align with #neume soldiers and
were marginalised by the group. Of Lance-Corpor#le¥] a deserter on
the Somme who was now under arrest, Manning’s Bofgals “a wave
of pity and repulsion” (Manning 1999: 122Miller is deemed to be
inadequately masculine: “after one glance at theakvmouth and the
furtive cunning of those eyes, Bourne distrusted hi.] he had the look
of a Hun” (123). Not only does his bodily structatiéfer from that of the

rest of the men in the battalion, his mind is urslegpicion as well: “he
carried with him the contagion of fear” (122).

Miller symbolises physical and moral disorder. THisal cowardly
dimension emerges from the equally dual personafitthe hero—both
strong body and pure soul—yet one-dimensionallycgiged as a
harmonious whole. Either because he is physicatgkwor because he
was suspected of avoiding suffering, the spectackeven the very idea
of pain, Miller fails to measure up to proper mha&haviour. Manning’'s
judgment is maintained even after Miller's deathteace is commuted
to penal servitude and he returns to duty: “Theghtt to ‘ave shot that
bugger,” said Minton, indifferently; “e’s eitherlaoody spy or a bloody
coward, an’ ‘e’s no good to us either way” (Mangi©h999: 193). Yet,
although the cowardly Miller constitutes a comgiica Bourne and his
chums wish they did not have—"he was a ghost whfortumately
hadn’'t died” (123)—none of them would choose toplaet of the firing
squad. Conveniently, then, Miller vanishes oncdraga the eve to the
next attack and so does the uncomfortable reminfidris cowardice.
Miller’s desertion becomes the vehicle through wHiourne vindicates
the grim courage and endurance embodied in theefighi one of his
pals, Weeper Smart:

% It is important to mention that desertion was ramaly “21 soldiers deserted
out of every 10000” during the first year of thervand “the rate fluctuated
around 6 and 9 for the rest of the war” (Bourke &:980). However, Bourke
adds that “forging signatures to ensure that theyewniles away at zero-hour,
getting another man to answer their names at will dodging parades and
slipping out of camp were habitual activities foamy servicemen” (80).
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[...] for no one could have had a greater horror éirgdhd of war than Weeper had. It
was a continuous misery to him, and yet he endiirddving with him, one felt
instinctively that in any emergency he would ndtdee down, that he had in him,
curiously enough, an heroic strain. (Manning 1998-194)

Manning stresses that “the interval between theahatowardice of
Miller, and the suppressed fear which even brave i@k before a battle,
seemed rather a short one” (82), suggesting th@hghe most extreme
conditions, anyone could break down. Yet it is feerful Weeper Smart
who carries Bourne back to the trenches when hé sy a bullet at the
very end of the book (246). In this sense, frieiugmerges as a higher
value, even higher than all forms of patriotic adealistic exhortation.
The difference between the cowardly Miller and WareBmart is that
Weeper cares for his friends. The ‘isms’ for whidanning’'s Bourne is
fighting become less important than himself andrtiea next to whom
he fights. The quality of the ties emerging frore tommon experience
favours a secret bond among Bourne and his chuarsgrise of having a
collective, ‘clandestine’ self, which could not b&ade visible to those
‘outside’ the war” (Leed 1979: 113). Manning thegects those who, by
their cowardly actions, betray this bond, and tfwee attempt to
challenge his idea of heroism. In that sense, losdemnation of
cowardice goes beyond Miller; he blames those whdarthe decisions
at the expense of the sufferings of the men in rdweks. Unlike
Winterbourne and Penrose, Manning’s Bourne wasanaifficer but “a
man from the formally educated classes who [...] dietito enlist as a
ranker” (Parfitt 1988: 85), who bridged the gapwmsn the soldiers and
the hi%h command to place himself on the most valole side of the
divide:

* Manning came from a world of wealth and privileget when the war broke
out he enlisted in the King's Shropshire Regiment'Rrivate 19022” (this is
how he first identified himself as an author) whbeeelived together and trained
with the men in the ranks, mostly miners and faatmolurers. He was selected
for officer training, but failed the course. In ke was sent to France with the
7th Battalion and had a few months at the frorgréhhe experienced action at
the Battle of the Somme and was promoted to lancgecal. In 1917 he was
posted to Ireland with a commission as a secondeli@nt in the Royal Irish
Regiment but did not get along with the other @ffic (he had a drinking
problem, which led him into frequent fights). Whillke enigmatic Bourne is
indeed endowed with most of the author’'s own qigaljtartistic detachment was
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Herbert makes this unbridgeable gap even more lgisihen he
refers to those who, because of their physical rmondal distance from
the actual fighting, were only destined to be thgative countertype. Of
one of these “stupid generals” (Hynes 1992: X),bdersays:

[The Major General at Harry Penrose’s Court Martie{l many rows of ribbons, so

many that as | looked at them from a dark corn¢heback, they seemed like some
regiment of coloured beetles, paraded in closensolgompanies. All these men

were excellently groomed: ‘groomed’ is the rightrdiofor indeed they suggested a
number of well-fed horses; all their skins wergghtj and shiny, and well kept, and
the leather of their Sam Brownes, and their fieldtbpand jingling spurs, and all

their harness were beautiful and glistening infitetight. (1982: 116)

There is something clownish and ludicrous in thetrpgal of the
Major General; the idea of a circus parade, of‘greomed” and “well-
fed” horses, ironically mirrors the loss of ordemdaineptitude that
defined the British High Command during the GreaarWHerbert's
mocking observations about the Major General mago abe in
consonance with the “lions led by donkeys” attitstdggested by Clark
(1991: 19-20%. The Major-General’s position in the army had been
awarded by privilege, not merit, having being spailby upper-class
luxury and greed. Herbert's disdain is inspiredthg ‘manly’ man’s
conviction that the true nature of the countertgpald only be seen in
its proper dimension if both the ideal and its thetsis were put side by
side.

For those like Aldington’s Winterbourne who strugglto conform
to the norm, the search for an identity provedressting: So much so

achieved by describing the experience of the ramkthe Western Front. Such a
viewpoint put the author at a unique position ilatien to his contemporaries as
he had the chance of giving more prominence tohttierto largely neglected
men in the ranks.

® The expression “Lions led by donkeys” has beerelyidised to compare the
bravery of the British soldiers with the incompetenof their commanders.
Although Evelyn Blicher had attributed it to ther@an GHQ in her memoir
An English Wife in Berliff1921), the expression came to be popularly knagn
the title of Alan Clark’sThe Donkey41961). Clark was unable to specify the
exact origin of the expression and credited it tooaversation between two
generals in the memoirs of Falkenhayn: “Ludenddffie English soldiers fight
like lions.” Hoffman: ‘True. But don’'t we know thahey are lions led by
donkeys™ (ClarkEpigraph1991).
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that “he was afraid of being afraid” (Aldington ¥83)° Wandering
absentmindedly through the streets of London while leave,
Winterbourne is overwhelmed by the imposing presesicthe strong-
looking American marines, who “walked in London lwithe same
propriety swagger that the English used in Fran@dtlington 1984:
341). The standard of manliness is set, but how te be reached?
Winterbourne secretly knows that he will never bkedo measure up to
it. The fact that he is mistaken for a deserter thath reprimanded for
not carrying his pass speaks for itself (341). Hevehe is determined
to ‘do his bit" and ‘stick it out’ to the end. Hisish to take part in the
war is reinforced by his encounter with the expesésl soldiers coming
back from the front:

There was something intensely masculine about trsermething very pure and
immensely friendly and stimulating. They had bedresrg no woman and no half-
man had ever been, could endure to be. [...] Thekdd barbaric, but not brutal;
determined, but not cruel. Under their grotesquappings, their bodies looked lean
and hard and tireless. They were Men. With a Stanterbourne realized that in two
or three months, if he were not hit, he would be ohthem, indistinguishable from

® Winterbourne was also at pains to adapt to pudiwol traditions and rules
and satisfy general expectations:

Long before he was fifteen George was living a deuile—one life for school and
home, another for himself. Consummate dissimulatibryouth, fighting for the inner
vitality and the mystery. How amusingly, but ratheagically he fooled them! How
innocent-seemingly he played the fine, healthyb&aan schoolboy, even to the slang
and the hateful games! [...]. ‘Rippin’ game of reggoday, Mother. | scored two tries.’
Upstairs was that volume of Keats artfully abseedrom the shelves. (Aldington 1984:
74-75)

Yet Winterbourne was not the only one living a deubxistence; most boys
knew that deviation from the masculine ideal wasgestt to dismissal and strong
sanctions. As a commentator wrote in 1872: “a matib effeminate, enfeebled
bookworms scarcely forms the most effective bulwafla nation’s liberties”
(Turley qtd in Mangan 2000: XXIV). It was in thigadectic interplay between
bloods and non-bloods, manliness and effeminacwepand powerlessness
that masculinities were constructed and constdrahsformed. Unlike the “type
of ‘thoroughly manly fellow™ (Aldington 1984: 83)vho possessed the virtues
of physical strength and athletic talent, boys lilglington’s Winterbourne,
who were poor at games and “sank absorbed in he&shdis butterflies, his
moths, his fossils” (73), appeared as counter-figuo public-school standards.



120Cristina Pividori

them, whereas now, in the ridiculous jackanapesigeif the peace-time soldier, he
felt humiliated and ashamed beside them. (Aldindi®84: 253)

War offers an almost exclusively masculine expegeto Winterbourne,
where no women and no-half-men are allowed. Coursgef course, a
prerequisite for heroic quality. These “intenselpastuline” men have
absolutely no objection to rushing bravely into gienous confrontations.
Their sense of abandon is something Winterbourngesn Without

having undergone the rite of passage into manhbedeels childish,
feminine. His admiration for the fortitude and sadi endurance of the
more experienced comrades constitutes a sourcetbfditraction and
distress, as he relishes—and fears—the chance tosdbit and prove
himself to them.

The fear of being seen as a coward dominates Resraea of
manhood as well: “I've a terror of being a failune[war], a failure out
here—you know, a sort of regimental dud, I've heairtbts of them; the
kind of man that nobody gives an important job leseahe’s sure to
muck it up” (Herbert 1982: 11). His efforts to m&@im a manly facade
mask everything he does. He needs to prove hintsetfe eyes of his
friend Benson, the narrator, and in the eyes dbhis While looking at
the plain of Troy, the classical surroundings & tallipoli campaign,
Penrose praises the feats of the Greek heroesranisgs not to be a
failure, not to be a regimental dud: “I'll have andned good try to get a
medal of some sort and be like—like Achilles or stawdy” (Herbert
1982: 12). Penrose’s feelings are those of thewdoy was raised to feel
courageous, but deep down does not feel it.

But what was the normative standard of couragehdRathan
pointing at the willingness to fight, Aldington aigs that the ideal of
manly courage was built upon “determination andueadce, inhuman
endurance.” And he ironically adds that “it woul@ much more
practical to fight modern wars with robots thanhamen” but that “men
are cheaper” (1984: 267). This inhuman, ‘machike*listandard of
courage determined the judgment of those who @iffdrom the norm.
In Rutherford’s words, it was “an heroic ideal,igbed of romantic
glamour certainly, but redefined convincingly imnbs of grim courage
an endurance in the face of almost unbearable rsudfeand horror”
(1978: 65).

Expectedly, not all men could bear the threat ofsptal and mental
devastation for long periods of time: Unlike rohdteen [had] feelings”
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(Aldington 1984: 267). Those who could not maintaire zest for
warfare and did not manage to desert used theirebags a form of
protest. Malingering, “the wilful fabrication of gkical or emotional
symptoms to avoid an unwanted duty” (Lande 2003) 18ecame one of
the responses to the failure of becoming a war.Heriginated in the
most basic human emotions such as exhaustion, @¢igpe resentment
and fear and grew as a practice as the war pragte8s Bourke writes,
“this inflation may be represented in Sir John @&l book on

Malingering and Feigning Sickness, first published1913. When a
revised edition was released during the war, thekbwas nearly twice
the size” (Bourke 1996: 85). Benson, Herbert's ataim, speaks of the
genuine exposure to risk that successful malingaequired:

S.LW is the short title for a man who has beenaterated’ with self-inflicted
wounds—shot himself in the foot, or held a fingeeiothe muzzle of his rifle, or
dropped a great boulder on his foot—done himself @atkless injury to escape
from the misery of it all. It was always a marvelrhe that any man who could find
courage to do such things could not find couraggdoon; | suppose they felt it
would bring them the certainty of a little respit&d beyond that they did not care,
for it was the uncertainty of their life that hadoken them. You could not help
being sorry for these men, even though you despisad. (Herbert 1982: 94-95)

Even if it was almost impossible to trace this type scam,
commanders, doctors and surgeons remained vigitardetecting it.
When the pretence was discovered, the malingeres warally
condemned by the group. Yet the situation led taély to injustice
when “the malingerer stole social benefits thatudthbave been reserved
for the truly disabled” or if “legitimate illnessivas mislabelled “as
fakery” (Lande 2003: 132-133). The harsh treatmgiten to
malingerers might be attributed to the fact that\fctim was, in reality,
only expressing the soldiers’ own impulses. HetbdPenrose despises
men with self-inflicted wounds, perhaps becausdtigse wrecks of men
he recognized something of his own sufferings” (i¢er 1982: 95). His
scorn, “was a kind of instinctive self-defence—putto assure himself,
to assure the world, that there was no connectiamenat all” (96).
Accepting that the cowardly emerged from the hetoisubvert it would
mean admitting to the existence of a negative sfdbe heroic ideal or,
in Manning’s words, to an “extreme of heroism” thatas
“indistinguishable from despair” (Manning 1999: 8).
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Although suicidal impulses were uncommon, sometimgside was
regarded as the only possible alternative to hgldin to fear-based
emotions. Aldington’s novel is basically the accoafi how George
Winterbourne is progressively and inevitably foreedommit suicide at
the war’s end: “| think that George committed stécin that last battle
of the war. | don’'t mean he shot himself, but itsve very easy for a
company commander to stand up when an enemy maghimevas
traversing” (Aldington 1984: 23). By revealing Wenbourne’s tragic
outcome at the beginning of the novel (the verle thetrays itself),
Aldington follows the structure of Greek tragedy ‘“@avoid any cheap
effects of surprise” and “give free expressionhe feelings and ideas of
one very minor actor in that great tragedy” (Aldmg 1968: 302).
Aldington’s narrator, both a soldier and a friemdsumes his “blood-
guiltiness” (Aldington 1984: 35) for his pal’'s dbat| told him then that
he ought to apply for a rest, but he was in agdnfeeling that he was
disgraced and a coward, and wouldn't listen to r(te984: 33). He
knows Winterbourne is in no condition to continuighfing: “by
November '18 poor old George was whacked, whacketh¢ wide”
(Aldington 1984: 23). And then he blames both thstifutions, for
overexposing Winterbourne to spiritual and mentaillufe on the
battlefield, and Winterbourne’s indifferent and ienpious family at
home:

The death of a hero! What mockery, what bloody Icéftat sickening putrid cant!
George’s death is a symbol to me of the whole siitige bloody waste of it, the
damnable stupid waste and torture of it. You'venseew George’s own people—
the makers of his body, the women who held his kodgheirs—were affected by
his death. The Army did its bit, but how could tAemy individually mourn a
million “heroes™? (Aldington 1984: 35)

The death of the hero on the eve of the Armisticdaubly ironic:
Aldington mourns the death of the generation wmoPobdd’s words,
“spent their childhood and adolescence strugglikg, young Samsons,
in the toils of the Victorians” (1929: 232) andtbé values that had ruled
their lives. In effect, those who had been educatéke Victorian heroic
tradition broke down under the continuous strairhafiing to repress
fear. Just like Penrose’s intolerance towards rgalimg, the narrator’s
guilt over Winterbourne’s death suggests that i Wee men who could
not live up to tradition that provoked the deepmstiety among those
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who were still part of the norm. Moreover, to thetemt that
Winterbourne’s failed manhood bears the marks efghell-shock that
imploded his mind, the novel conveys an extremesipgsm and
disillusionment that may have been attributed taiddton’s own
experience of shell shock:

He looked unaltered; he behaved in exactly the same But, in fact, he was a
little mad. We talk of shell-shock, but who wassttell-shocked, more or less? The
change in him was psychological, and showed iigetfvo ways. He was left with
an anxiety complex, a sense of fear he had neymrienced [...] And he was also
left with a profound and cynical discouragemenshanking horror of the human
race. (1984: 323)

Because fear was part of a representational framkethiat had to be
repressed or silenced, “officers and men alike segeamxious to restrain
their feelings” (Manning 1999: 21). Men were ashdrtelet other men
see they were afraid: “fear, in that generations \wacrime” (Terraine
1982: XII). The acknowledgment of fear was evidetiad men were not
as courageous as they pretended to be. Wintergeuea is the fear of
shame and shame leads to silence, the silencekélegts other men
believing that he can keep pace with war demandsnc® keeps
Winterbourne’s war going until the endurance of veeshattering
conditions culminates in his mental breakdown.

The term shell-shock was coined during the Great Meaefer to the
conditions resulting from the concussions fromeRkploding shells. Yet
the history of combat stress reactions and thedifft labels assigned to
them—soldier’s heart, battle fatigue, Post-traum&tiress Disorder and
Gulf War syndrome, among others—have shown thatteha in fact
refers to the psychological disorders resultingrfrthe stress of battle.
Among the symptoms associated with shell-shockhat time were:
“Stupor, confusion, mutism, loss of sight or hegyinspasmodic

" When Aldington returned from Belgium in 1919, hiecdced Hilda Doolittle
and moved to the countryside. The eight years lmtsim Berkshire village
helped him cope with the effects of having beenessly gassed and shell-
shocked. Yet he never fully recovered from the pdafsand mental damage that
the war had inflicted on him. In a letter to Amywel he confesses to his
mental breakdown: “Since | got back | have onlyrbable to work three days a
week; if | work more | get horrible pains in my ldealue, people say, to a sort
of deferred shell-shock” (Aldington gtd in Gate92953).
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convulsions or trembling of the limbs, anaesthesixhaustion,
sleeplessness, depression, and terrifying, repetitightmares” (Leys
1994: 624¥ Since giving medical treatment to the great nusiioémen
who were suffering from war-induced mental illness&ould have
implied accepting that the long-held moral valued physical standards
were being threatened by the Great War, most ofethmen were
convicted—and some of them executed—for cowardlice.

Based on the case of Edwin Dyett, the naval sulidieant shot for
cowardice,The Secret Battldares suggest that cowardice was not only a
matter of discipline and character. In the novelrif Penrose is a brave
officer whose nerves are shattered by overexposureombat. Like
Winterbourne’s suicide, Penrose’s death at the hiafdhis own men of
D Company demands a reappraisal of traditional gendles. In
Benson’s words, “my friend Harry was shot for cosiee—and he was
one of the bravest men | ever knew” (Herbert 19880). Indeed, “like
many another undergraduate officer of those days"Renrose was “all
eagerness to reach the firing-line” (15). Despitesffering from shell-
shock, he does his best not to surrender to meligabse by acting
courageously until he cannot bear it any longer.P@hrose’s military
heroism, Herbert says:

On the fifth day in the line he did a very bravinth—brave, at least, in the popular
sense, which means that many another man woultlaw& done that thing. To my
mind, a man is brave only in proportion to his kiexdge and his susceptibility to
fear; the standard of the mob, the standard obffieial military mind, is absolute;
there are no fine shades—no account of circumstandeemperament is allowed—
and perhaps this is inevitable. (Herbert 1982: 36)

8 In recent years, psychiatry has expressed a gepimiterest in the study of
“post-traumatic stress disorder—PTSD—which essdigtiresults from the
unavoidable imposition on the mind of horrific et@nhat the mind cannot
control. As Young explains, the syndrome is “basedthe idea that intensely
frightening or disturbing experiences could produocemories that are
concealed in automatic behaviours, repetitive §letdlucinations, flashbacks
and other intrusive phenomena] over which the &dfbgerson exercise[s] no
conscious control” (Young 1996: 4).

° The War Office Committee of Enquiry into “Shell-&fk,” (1920-22) gives the
following statistics: “two years after the Armigticsome 65,000 ex-servicemen
were drawing disability pensions for neurasthemifithese, 9,000 were still
undergoing treatment” (Bogacz 1989: 227).
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By portraying Penrose as a sympathetic, understdadiigure,
Herbert finds a way not to upset a readership tséle heroic rhetoric.
The sufferings of those who struggled to represg flears and do their
duty threw into question widely accepted medical anilitary ideas. So
much so that from 1920 to 1922, the War Office Cattem of Enquiry
into “Shell-Shock,” under the chairmanship of L&duthborough met in
London to try to answer some of the distressingessraised by the
shell-shock phenomenon, particularly the fact thast of the convicted
‘cowards’ were men like Harry Penrose, that is &g, s'volunteer|[s],
most likely of middle-class origin, who had provétheir] valour
repeatedly in the war—and who had still crackedenrttie continuous
strain of trench warfare” (Bogacz 1989: 247).

While some of the members of the committee remafaé&htful to
the pre-war beliefs that saw shell-shock eithea aomatic reaction to
high-explosive or as a failure of character; otherduding the respected
W.H.R. Rivers, argued that the origin of the affta was mental. Since
Freud's psychological theories were still suspacthie early 1920s, the
report issued by the committee adopted a “half-lwayse” treatment,
“both physical and mental in its aims” (Bogacz 19282), and which
struggled “to reconcile the modern ambiguous notibshell-shock with
the traditional absolutist norms of behaviour imaad peace” (248).

Yet the committee had no other alternative butdknawledge that
shell-shock was beyond self-control, that those wbald not fight
because of psychological disorders should not hleplgi seen as
cowards. The combined effects of war neurosis apdession together
with the proliferation of the efforts aimed at masgkthe magnitude of
the crisis around pre-war medical, military and ahowalues had
accelerated the need to re-examine these values.

Herbert's novel is the story of a breakdown, in athithe major
theme is the extraordinary perseverance of Perinosis “secret battle”
to fulfil the role of the hero: “Fellows like himelep on coming out time
after time, getting worse wind-up every time, bumpy kicking
themselves out until they come out once too ofted, stop one, or break
up” (Herbert 1982: 125). In Hynes’ words, “Herbesticceeded in
constructing a new kind of war novel, and a newdkafi memorial—an
anti-monument to a condemned coward” (Hynes 1998).3According
to the dominant discourse, those who, like Penrasgze executed at
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dawn brought shame on their families and coulitryet Penrose’s is

one of a number of cases who, because of menehshis was unjustly
sentenced. Discussing Penrose’s feelings previmtiset death sentence,
Benson claims:

There are, of course, lots of fellows who feel g)sifar more than most of us,
sensitive, imaginative fellows, like poor Penroseaid-it must be hell for them. Of
course there are some men like that with enormostsbng wills who manage to
stick it out as well agmnybody, and do awfully well—I should think youngtan,
for instance—and those | call the really brave nferyhow, if a man like that really
does stick it as long as he can, | think sometloinght to be done for him, though
I'm damned if | know what. He oughtn't... (Herbert82 126-127)

These “sensitive, imaginative fellows” who feltrigs more than the
rest were compelled by their principles and publonour to keep on
fighting, yet they could hardly reconcile the camsences of such
decisions to their private feelings. Tradition haeden so thoroughly
instilled in Penrose that it is almost impossilde him to break away
from it. His feelings are not the feelings of a moful man. His are the
feelings that come inevitably from the rupture bedw the social and
cultural perceptions of what he was supposed tarttewhat he really
was. Penrose’s determination in constructing his dweroic narrative
conceals the tensions and uncertainties with whishself-identity is
fraught. So much so that he begins to lose sightiofreal needs and
desires and becomes traumatised.

When the shell-shock experience is foregroundddamy Penrose’s
story, the gap between trope and reality narroles pridge is shortened.
Shell-shock itself is the opening through which litgacan affect
discourse, marking the eruption of a variety offtots that go beyond

% To the High Command, soldiers' executions servetafold purpose:
deserters would be punished and similar ideas wdaddispelled in their
comrades. The Court was anxious to make an exatigyl¢hey were just men
[...]. They would do the thing conscientiously” (Herb1982: 117). However,
“as judges they held the fatal military heresyttie forms and procedure of
Military Law [were] the best conceivable machinéoy the discovery of truth. It
was not their fault; they had lived with it fromeih youth” (1982: 117). Those
who were condemned to death usually had their seaseconfirmed by Field
Marshal Sir Douglas Haig on the evening followirtgeit court-martial. A
chaplain was dispatched to spend the night in éflewéth the condemned man
and execution took place the following dawn.
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war trauma into the cultural and gender perceptiohghose who
suffered the war. The shell-shock crisis puts ad &nthe soldiers’
struggle to maintain an image of themselves whiak wontinually being
disconfirmed by their experience. The term thenrrfg] from a

diagnosis into a metaphor,” framing not only “thearig scale, its
character, its haunting legacy” (Winter 2000: A)t bhlso “a disguised
male protest not only against the war but agaihst ¢toncept of
‘manliness™ (Showalter 2009: 172). While a singtandard of manhood
had encouraged most volunteers of the generatid®b4, the growing
awareness of the existence of men who could ntdb®dled heroes—or
cowards—in the traditional sense becomes an impioctancerr?

3. Conclusions

Although the figure of the hero is irreversiblydraented after the Great
War, the trope of the coward does not emerge trhanp Cowardice is
shown to have played a significant role in the idecbf the values that
manliness and society as a whole had required, ityetannot be
considered as a unified, unproblematic whole. Thestence of a
culturally normative ideal of male behaviour hasitowued to play a
major role in war literature; yet being heroes titree when the reality of
war was in flagrant contradiction with the desirgettorian manly
ideals, appears to be an impossibility.

The three novels discuss the progressive declinthefVictorian
heroic rhetoric and stress the presence of a cdwasduntertype
threatening to weaken and destabilise it. Cowardcéinked to the
paradoxical in a twofold sense. On the one hand, fijure of the
cowardly soldier acts as a trope, that is, as thieh&roic opposite to the

1 Nearly 90 years after their deaths, 306 soldieh® wvere shot at dawn
between 1914 and 1918 were granted posthumous rgatfdom the British
Ministry of Defence. The pardon recognises thatrttes were not ‘cowards’ or
‘deserters’ and should not have been executed flitary offences. They were
upgraded to being ‘Victims of War.” Among them wRsgvate Farr, shot for
cowardice in 1916. His family had been campaigrimgyears for him to be
pardoned, arguing that he was suffering from sélellek and should not have
been sent back to the trenches. Not one of theutgeecsoldiers would have
been executed today, since the British militarytilggenalty was outlawed on
29 April 1930.
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highly praised Victorian manly codes and, on theeaqtit functions as an
agent of resistance revealing the inner fractunelscantradictions within
the hero’s tale.

As a trope, cowardice contradicts and, by oppasitiexhorts to
heroism, for the coward represents all that thdispwas not supposed
to be according to Victorian standards. The insteon attaching the
codes of manliness to the three characters in thels attempts to
preserve the continuity with the old heroic tramiti but inevitably
deflects it in a new direction. The unparallelegughter and devastation
caused by the Great War did not distinguish betwheroes and
cowards; all became victims of its destructive ditjuaThe resulting
panorama is one of contradiction: firstly, becatigeboundaries between
courage and cowardice are now less clear and mggstignable; and,
secondly, because the figure of the soldier enépsa transitional space
which draws attention to these ambiguities. In &ffeourage is no
longer constructed in binary opposition to cowaedibut rather as a
reaction against institutions and a national iddahilitary comradeship,
essentially responding to the need for soldierseetmver their common
humanity and a sense of belonging and individuattwvo

This leads to the other possible reading of cowardis a budding
form of confrontation through which the texts seéelchallenge pre-war
values. The figure of the coward articulates cartaioices and
experiences that had not found much possibilityefqeression until then
because of the complex and multifaceted reality grmbody. Not only
do the three novels re-open the question of whaema soldier hero,
but ultimately aim to prove that courage and covweardoexist in the
most complex and interesting works of war fictiorhe difference
between the trope and its reality is articulatedhsy different shades of
fear triggered in the soldier's minds: physical rbos and anxieties,
painful awareness of death and even the fear oigbadraid, that is, the
fear of not measuring up to the trope. Most imptiya the cases of
shell-shock portrayed in the texts are not onlycemed in their
traumatic dimension but as a metaphor for the diesieesulting from
the vanishing of pre-war certainties and from tledance on more
subjective and personally defined values.

The perseverance in the representation of couragembat and the
implicit connection between this figure and the egirey coward have
complicated the search for the real Great War eplii the textsThe
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complexity of the representations under study Hagvead for the tracing
of two quite different portrayals of the soldieetyseparating them has
not been possible to any degree of certainty. ®Esaltr has been the
emergence of a disjointed, fragmented and selfraditttory hero-
coward that cannot uphold the hegemonic statushiohahe is supposed
to aspire. Seen in such contrasting terms, theiesodsthacts a complex
and lively role identity which not only intertwingsope and reality,
especially in the dramatic descriptions of mentstudbance, but allows
for the appropriation, understanding and humameatif the cowardly
other within the self. This seems to pave the waythe adoption of
more inclusive masculine roles. Moving away frore thanly ideal as
the norm results in an awareness of the individual of the moments
that are produced in the articulation of differentaken together, these
findings suggest that the resultant friction in 8teping of masculine
identities does not merely mean a distance from ttbpe but the
opportunity for the elaboration of new signs ofdietbehaviour.
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