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The term "lily-livered" is an old-fashioned but vivid idiom used to describe someone who is cowardly or lacking in courage. It 
combines the image of a lily, a pale white flower, with the liver, an organ once believed to be the seat of bravery and emotions in 
ancient and medieval medicine. To be “lily-livered” suggests that one’s liver is pale, drained of the metaphorical blood or 
strength that would represent bravery. As a result, the term paints a picture of someone who is timid, faint-hearted, or unable to 
face danger or pressure. 
 
Historically, before the heart took over as the symbolic seat of emotion and courage in Western thought, the liver held that role. 
In Shakespearean plays, for example, the liver often symbolized inner strength and fearlessness. A “white” liver, then, indicated a 
lack of these qualities. Shakespeare used "lily-livered" in *Macbeth* to insult a character's cowardice, and ever since, the phrase 
has remained a biting way to call someone spineless or afraid to act. 
 
This idiom is often used as a form of mockery or criticism. It carries a strong connotation and is rarely neutral. To call someone 
lily-livered is to directly challenge their bravery, decision-making, or ability to stand up for themselves or others. It may be heard 
in contexts where someone refuses to take a necessary risk, backs down from a confrontation, or consistently avoids difficult 
tasks. 
 
The term is sometimes used in literature, films, or comedic contexts to exaggerate a character’s fear or reluctance. It can add 
color to a description or bring out a humorous image of someone trembling or retreating at the first sign of trouble. However, in 
real-life conversation, it is less commonly used today and may sound outdated or overly dramatic unless used deliberately for 
effect. 
 
Though largely archaic, “lily-livered” still finds its way into modern speech in satirical writing, parody, or historical dialogue. It has 
also evolved to represent not only physical cowardice but moral weakness, where a person lacks the conviction to stand up for 
what is right or speak out in difficult situations. It reflects a failure of courage not just in action but in principle. 
 
The phrase can also reveal something about the speaker. Using such a colorful and harsh term may indicate frustration or 
disappointment with someone who has not lived up to expectations of bravery or strength. It implies a certain standard of 
behavior and criticizes those who fall short, whether justly or unfairly. 
 
In conclusion, to be called lily-livered is to be accused of cowardice or weakness, both physically and morally. The term, though 
rooted in old beliefs and language, continues to carry weight as a sharp critique of those who lack the courage to face challenges. 
Its enduring power lies in its striking imagery and cultural history. 
 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. What does the term lily-livered reveal about historical beliefs regarding emotions and the body? 

2. How might calling someone lily-livered affect their confidence or reputation? 

3. In what types of situations might this idiom be used effectively or inappropriately? 

4. How has the meaning of lily-livered evolved from physical cowardice to moral weakness? 

5. Why do you think older idioms like lily-livered still appear in modern language and media? 


