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  The Definition of Courage 

  

    

  Courage is often defined as the absence of fear. I must disagree with this. As a veteran of the war in Iraq, I have seen amazing feats of courage. I have seen frightened boys turn into men in mere seconds and men reduced to quivering boys just as quickly. Both frightened boys and men experience fear. This is a normal human reaction to danger. It is how that fear is handled that makes us courageous. If fear is allowed to take over, it will suppress any positive action we may have to the challenge at hand. If, on the other hand, we can control our fear, courage can swell inside of us unhindered, allowing us to react to situations in ways we may not have thought were possible. This is true for the soldier on the battlefield and for the teenager at the haunted house, for the nervous public speaker and for the student taking his final exam. Fear can suppress logic and reason in ways which hinder reaction, but it also leads to courage, which can send us above and beyond. Fear and courage are not opposites, but they do have a strong relationship. Fear can exist without courage, but courage cannot exist without fear. Fear is a series of parasitic thoughts that renders us inactive, while courage is a positive byproduct of that same emotion of fear. All of us possess courage. Some of us just need to be put in positions that will force the courage to emerge, while others need to learn to control their fear. 
  

  As a soldier, I was stationed at FOB (Forward Operations Base) Normandy, about thirty kilometers north east of Baghdad. Living there, I often found myself breathless and in awe of some of the amazing things I watched friends and strangers alike do out of courage. My purpose here is not to share my experiences but to provide you with some rather blatant and straightforward examples of courage emerging from fear. Not always though does it take such dangers as the soldier sees to bring out the courage in an individual. Standing up for one's beliefs, if those beliefs go against the grain of society, can be an especially terrifying experience, and one that takes immense amounts of courage. I am fortunate enough to be a stranger to such courage. I am much more familiar with my first example of the soldier's courage. 

      

  As I mentioned earlier, fear and courage are often viewed as opposites. I have often heard of courage referred to as “responding to danger without fear”. This definition brings to mind images of the action heroes we see on television or in movies fighting armies of evil-doers without ever feeling afraid in the slightest. This is as far from the truth as one can venture. A human being's natural reaction to danger is fear. Fear is something everybody, whether a man or woman, a boy or girl, old or young, experiences. Show me a person who claims to be fearless, and in the same person I will show you a liar. We are all afraid. We all fear something. What makes one courageous is how they handle that fear. Once that fear is felt, we have two options; we can allow that fear to take over our minds, not only clouding our judgment but suppress our action, or we can use that fear to muster up every ounce of courage we possess. Without fear, however, nothing would force us to act courageously. Without fear, courageous action would not be courageous action at all. It would just be action. If a soldier sees a wounded comrade lying in the streets, he can do one of two things: let his fear rule him and act selfishly to keep himself out of harms way at the possible expense of his fellow's life, or overcome his fear with courage, and risk possible injury to save the life of another. Most of us will agree that the latter is the courageous action, but in both instances the soldier experienced fear. The cowardly soldier, who failed to act because of his fear, could not abandon consideration of the consequences of his actions, whether positive or negative. The Courageous soldier did not allow fear to manipulate his thoughts into overthinking the consequences; rather, he thought only of saving the life of another soldier. 

      

  When fear takes over, our thoughts are distorted. Fear works by setting our mind loose on all possible outcomes of our reaction to any situation. Instead of acting, we ponder every variable outcome we can imagine. Most of the time, due to the nature of fear, we focus on negative or disastrous results that are a stretch of the imagination. These thoughts run through our heads. They play themselves over and over again, and they evolve into thoughts of bigger, uglier ramifications. We waste time while we consider the outrageous, far fetched consequences of an action while we could be reacting in a positive way. Courage is that positive way. If, from the first signs of fear's emergence, we control it, then we can use our unclouded judgment to assess the situation without letting our imagination show us a list of negative results. What we use to suppress the fear is courage, but once again, without the fear courage would have no need to show up. A far less dramatic example is the student, or the teacher delivering a speech to an audience of their peers. This time, fear manifests itself out of nervousness. Before the speech we, or at least I, inadvertently think about how the presentation will go. Thoughts race though our minds. What if I forget my lines? What if they don't think my ice-breaker is funny? Will they be able to see my legs shaking? These questions lead to the assumption that something will not go right. That assumption leads to the imagination running away with the list of possible outcomes, and I would wager that at this point most of those outcomes are far fetched and illogical. Fear has led us into the speech with the predisposition that we are going to fail, or at least make a fool of ourselves. 
      

  Courage, on the other hand, manifests itself in the presence of fear. If, before the same presentation, we control the fear and nervousness, we will then be allowed to begin without the presumption that things are going to go badly. Our mind does not focus on a set of negative variables provided to us by the distorting presence of fear. This does not necessarily mean that the presentation is going to go smoothly, but it does even the playing field. The fearful speaker begins with the subconscious assumption that their presentation will go poorly, while the speaker who did not allow fear to take control delivers their speech with no assumptions at all. I, for certain, would much rather begin a nerve-wracking presentation without the assumption that the consequences would be negative. 
      

  Courage is, insofar as most would care to look, the noble reaction to fear. There is, unfortunately, a form of courage that is less worthy of praise. I call this “dumb courage”, which as I have observed is something that happens mostly when people set out to prove their “courage”. Dumb courage is reckless action, often potentially harmful to one's self and others. It is action out of nothing more than the lust for glory. Dumb courage exists everywhere, but for the easiest example I go back to the soldier on the battlefield. I wouldn't say dumb courage emerges often, but I would say it emerges all too often. When a soldier controls his fear successfully and his courage takes over, he is doing exactly what he was trained to do, and he is acting exactly as expected. Sometimes, however, he seems to be completely taken over by courage. He head is clean of fear's distorting effects, but now his mind does not process any information whatsoever. He acts only out of his desire to prove himself tough, or “courageous”, or to acquire what he feels is “glory”. He acts in such a way that he throws himself needlessly into danger, and in a strategic combat unit, if one interdependent link acts foolishly, the other links suffer the consequences. A fire team on a raid, for example, is usually a team of five soldiers. These five soldiers actions depend on the action of the others. If Soldier A kicks down the door and enters a room and soldiers B,C,D and E do not enter directly behind him, each engaging their sector of fire, then soldier A is left standing in a room only able to engage a target either to the left, right or straight ahead. Needless to say, in an urban combat situation, this is the last place a soldier wants to find himself. If the fire team works as it is supposed to, then all five soldiers enter the room almost simultaneously, each of them covering his comrade's flanks. 
  If dumb courage is thrown into the equation and soldier A kicks in the door, and soldiers B and C enter the room as they are supposed to, but soldier D barrels into the room looking for the first person to shoot, like the video games he played at home, then the other four soldiers are left with a partially exposed flank, and they have to deal with a lone soldier causing chaos. Standard operating procedures are designed to control chaos, and limit human casualty. They do not leave any room for soldiers acting recklessly on their own because of dumb courage. 

      

  Amongst other things, courage is often thought to be exclusive or more prevalent in certain groups or within certain demographics. I tell you, as a veteran, that this is not true. We are all courageous. Courage is something, like fear, that lives in each and every one of us. It may be true that some individuals display courage more often, but this is only due to the fact that they experience fear more often. As a result of frequent encounters with fear, they are more accustomed to containing it and allowing their courage to take over. That, however, makes them no more courageous. Different people experience fear at different times, and in variable frequency. The same soldier from my first example, who acted heroically to save the life of another, may very well have been petrified before delivering the speech from my second example. Likewise, the speaker may or may not have been able to act as the soldier did. Both the soldier and the speaker embodied courage, but in different situations. 

  

  Courage is as ubiquitous as fear, for courage depends on fear to manifest itself. Since fear is felt in different situations by different people, courage is displayed in different situations by different people. We are all equally as courageous as one another, just in different situations.  Fear and courage, while different from one another, go hand in hand. Fear is a person's natural reaction to danger or nervousness. Courage is a result or fear, and can only exist in the presence of fear. If an individual is not afraid of something, how is a positive reaction to it courageous? If one is not afraid of monsters in the closet how can their investigation of that closet be considered courageous? If somebody else however did fear that monsters were in the closet, and they overcame that fear to look in the closet, that is by all means considered courageous. When fear is present, but controlled, a door is opened through which courage can enter. 
      

  The French Poet Guillaume Apollinaire wrote in his poem "Come to the Edge": 

  

"Come to the edge" he said,     

  "We can't, we are afraid" they said... 
  "Come to the edge" 

  "We can't, we will fall" 

  "Come to the edge" 

  and they came 

  and he pushed them 

  and they flew. 

  

    They, who felt fear over coming to the edge, overcame their fear.  They were being beckoned by courage himself to come to the edge, and they were being warned against going to the edge by fear. Only when they broke free of fear's grip over them could courage take control and give them a push. Courage gave them the gift of flight. I urge you, the next time you feel the grip of fear upon your soul, to fight it. I implore you, when you have bested the fear, to take a minute and notice how wonderful it is to have lifted yourself from fear and settled in the hands of courage. Maybe you too will receive a wonderful gift.
