courage and human excellence aristotle

The pursuit of virtue, and specifically the cultivation of courage, is
central to Aristotle's philosophy of human excellence. Aristotle, the
venerable Greek philosopher, posited that human flourishing, or eudaimonia,
is achieved through the consistent practice of virtuous actions. Courage, in
his view, is not merely the absence of fear, but a disposition, a character
trait that allows individuals to face danger and adversity with rational
fortitude, ultimately contributing to a life of meaning and purpose. This
exploration will delve into the Aristotelian understanding of courage, its
place within his ethical framework, and how it intertwines with other virtues
to form the bedrock of human excellence. We will examine the nuances of
courage, distinguishing it from recklessness and cowardice, and explore its
vital role in achieving a life well-lived.
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Understanding Aristotle's Conception of Virtue

For Aristotle, virtue, or arete, is not an innate quality but a disposition
developed through conscious effort and consistent practice. It'’s about
becoming the best version of oneself. He distinguished between intellectual
virtues, which are learned through teaching and experience (like wisdom and
understanding), and moral virtues, which are acquired through habituation and
training (like courage, temperance, and justice). These moral virtues are
crucial because they shape our character and guide our actions in the complex
social and ethical landscape of human life. Aristotle believed that by
consistently acting in accordance with virtue, we not only perform good deeds
but also become good people, cultivating a stable and admirable character.

The ultimate aim of this cultivation of virtue is what Aristotle termed
eudaimonia. This is often translated as "happiness" or "flourishing," but it
signifies something far richer and more profound than fleeting emotional
contentment. Eudaimonia represents a life lived in accordance with reason and
virtue, a life of fulfilling one's potential as a human being. It's about
engaging in activities that are intrinsically valuable and that allow us to
express our rational and social nature to the fullest. Think of it as
achieving your personal peak performance in the grand theater of life, where
excellence is the script and virtue the director.



Courage as a Mean: Navigating the Extremes

Aristotle famously argued that moral virtues, including courage, exist as a
"golden mean" between two extremes, one of excess and one of deficiency. This
concept is foundational to understanding his ethical system. Courage,
therefore, is the mean between recklessness (excessive confidence in the face
of danger) and cowardice (excessive fear or the avoidance of danger). A truly
courageous person does not lack fear entirely, nor do they foolishly court
danger. Instead, they experience fear appropriately and act rationally
despite it, guided by reason and a proper understanding of what is fearful
and what is not.

Consider the soldier in battle. A reckless soldier rushes headlong into
danger without regard for strategy or self-preservation, often leading to
unnecessary harm. A cowardly soldier, on the other hand, succumbs to fear,
perhaps fleeing the battlefield or failing to act when action is required,
thereby jeopardizing their comrades and their mission. The courageous
soldier, however, understands the risks involved, feels the natural
apprehension that comes with such a situation, but steels themselves to face
the threat, acting with disciplined resolve for a worthy cause, such as the
defense of their community or their principles. This calibrated response 1is
the essence of Aristotelian courage.

Distinguishing Courage from Recklessness

It's vital to differentiate true courage from its counterfeit, recklessness.
Recklessness often stems from ignorance, arrogance, or a desire for glory
without true understanding of the stakes. The reckless individual might jump
off a cliff believing they can fly, or engage in a dangerous confrontation
without assessing their capabilities or the opponent's strength. Their
actions are driven by a disregard for sensible caution, often leading to dire
consequences. Aristotle would see this not as bravery, but as a form of
folly, a failure to exercise rational judgment in the face of potential harm.

Conversely, courage involves a clear-eyed assessment of danger and a
conscious decision to confront it for a noble purpose. It requires prudence
and a realistic appraisal of one's abilities and the situation at hand.
Courageous acts are deliberate and reasoned, undertaken when the potential
good outweighs the inherent risks, or when failing to act would be a greater
moral failing. It's the difference between a stuntman performing a dangerous
feat after extensive training and rehearsal, and someone randomly attempting
to walk a tightrope after watching a circus act.

Identifying Cowardice as the Opposite Extreme

On the other side of the spectrum lies cowardice. This is characterized by an
undue amount of fear, causing individuals to shrink from what is truly
fearful or to succumb to fear even in situations that do not warrant it. A
coward might be paralyzed by the thought of public speaking, even if they are
well-prepared, or might refuse to stand up for a friend being mistreated,



overwhelmed by the potential social repercussions. Aristotle would view
cowardice as a failure of nerve, a lack of moral fortitude that prevents
individuals from fulfilling their duties or acting in accordance with what is
right.

It is important to note that experiencing fear is a natural human emotion.
Aristotle did not advocate for the eradication of fear but for its proper
management. He recognized that certain situations are indeed frightening, and
a person who feels no fear in the face of genuine peril might be insensitive
or lacking in a proper appreciation of danger. The truly cowardly person 1is
one who is governed by their fear, allowing it to dictate their actions and
prevent them from pursuing virtuous ends.

The Role of Courage in Human Excellence
(Eudaimonia)

Courage plays an indispensable role in the Aristotelian pursuit of human
excellence, or eudaimonia. It is not an isolated virtue but a fundamental
pillar that supports and enables the exercise of many other virtues. Without
courage, individuals would be unable to defend their principles, stand up for
justice, or persevere through the inevitable challenges and hardships that
life presents. It is the virtue that allows us to act on our convictions,
even when doing so is difficult or dangerous.

Eudaimonia, as previously discussed, is a life of flourishing, a life lived
in accordance with reason and virtue. This flourishing is not passive; it
requires active engagement with the world and the willingness to confront
obstacles. Courage provides the necessary strength and resilience to navigate
these challenges, ensuring that our pursuit of a good life is not derailed by
fear or timidity. Imagine trying to build a magnificent structure without the
tools to overcome resistance or protect the foundation from storms; courage
is that essential tool for building a life of excellence.

Courage and the Pursuit of the Good

Aristotle believed that virtuous actions are intrinsically good. However,
acting virtuously often requires facing difficult situations. For instance, a
just person might need courage to expose corruption, even at personal risk. A
temperate person might need courage to resist temptations that threaten their
self-control. Courage, in this sense, is the facilitator of other virtues,
enabling their expression in the real world. Without it, our noble intentions
and rational judgments might remain just that—intentions and judgments,
unfulfilled due to the lack of fortitude.

The pursuit of any significant good, whether it's contributing to society,
developing one's talents, or upholding moral standards, often involves
stepping outside of one's comfort zone. This is where courage becomes
paramount. It is the inner fire that propels individuals forward, allowing
them to overcome inertia, self-doubt, and external opposition. It allows us



to act not just for ourselves, but for the greater good, contributing to a
flourishing community and a more just world.

Perseverance Through Adversity

Life is seldom smooth sailing. It is replete with setbacks, failures, and
suffering. The Aristotelian view of excellence acknowledges this reality and
emphasizes the importance of resilience. Courage is intimately linked to
perseverance. It is the quality that enables individuals to endure hardship,
to bounce back from adversity, and to continue striving towards their goals
despite setbacks. A person who is easily discouraged by failure or who gives
up at the first sign of trouble cannot achieve true human excellence.

Consider the inventor who faces countless failed prototypes before achieving
a breakthrough, or the athlete who endures rigorous training and defeats to
reach championship level. Their success is not solely due to talent but to
their courageous spirit, their unwavering commitment to their endeavor even
when the path is arduous. This unwavering resolve, fueled by courage, is a
hallmark of a life striving for excellence.

The Interplay of Courage with Other Virtues

Aristotle's ethical system is not a collection of isolated virtues but a
cohesive framework where virtues work in synergy. Courage, therefore, does
not operate in a vacuum; it is intricately connected with and supportive of
other moral virtues. For example, courage is necessary for justice,
temperance, and liberality to be fully realized. The proper application of
courage depends on the guidance of other virtues, and in turn, courage
empowers them.

This interconnectedness highlights Aristotle's holistic approach to ethics.
He saw the virtuous person as someone who embodies a well-rounded character,
where each virtue complements and strengthens the others. It's like a finely
tuned orchestra, where each instrument plays its part, but the beauty of the
music arises from their harmonious collaboration. Courage ensures that we
have the strength to act justly, the resolve to be temperate, and the
fortitude to be generous even when it is difficult.

Courage and Justice

Justice, the virtue of giving each person their due, often requires courage.
Standing up against injustice, speaking truth to power, or defending the
rights of the vulnerable are all acts that can incur significant personal
risk. Without courage, a person might witness an injustice and remain silent,
or might compromise their principles to avoid conflict or retribution.
Aristotle would argue that true justice demands the fortitude to act, even
when it is unpopular or dangerous.

Think of historical figures who have championed civil rights or fought



against tyranny. Their pursuit of justice was often fraught with peril,
requiring immense courage to face opposition and overcome systemic
oppression. Their actions demonstrate how courage is an essential ally of
justice, enabling the virtuous to make a real difference in the world.

Courage and Temperance

Temperance, the virtue of moderation and self-restraint, particularly
concerning bodily pleasures, also relies on courage. Resisting excessive
indulgence, whether in food, drink, or other sensual pleasures, can be
challenging, especially when faced with social pressure or strong desires.
Courage is needed to exercise discipline and to choose long-term well-being
over immediate gratification. It takes a certain bravery to say "no" when
everyone else is saying "yes," or to forgo pleasure in pursuit of a more
rational and healthy life.

Consider someone who needs to diet for health reasons or who chooses to
abstain from alcohol. This requires more than just willpower; it requires the
courage to resist the allure of immediate pleasure and to stand firm against
ingrained habits or social expectations. Temperance, therefore, is not just
about self-denial; it’s about having the courage to choose what is best for
oneself in the long run.

Developing Courage: Practice and Habituation

A cornerstone of Aristotelian ethics is the idea that virtues are developed
through practice and habituation. Courage is not something one is simply born
with; it is cultivated over time through repeated virtuous actions. By
engaging in courageous acts, even small ones initially, individuals gradually
build their capacity for bravery and strengthen their disposition to act
courageously. The more one practices courage, the more natural it becomes.

This process is analogous to learning any skill, whether it's playing a
musical instrument or mastering a sport. The initial attempts might be
awkward and faltering, but with consistent practice, proficiency grows.
Similarly, by deliberately placing oneself in situations that require
bravery, and by acting courageously in those situations, individuals develop
the inner fortitude and rational judgment that characterize true courage.
It’s about training your moral muscle, making it stronger with every virtuous
exertion.

The Importance of Role Models

Aristotle also recognized the role of examples in moral development.
Observing and emulating virtuous individuals can provide guidance and
inspiration for those seeking to cultivate their own character. By witnessing
how courageous people act in various situations, individuals can learn what
constitutes courageous behavior and develop a clearer understanding of the



mean. Role models serve as living embodiments of virtue, offering practical
lessons that abstract teachings alone might not convey.

This is why stories of heroism and bravery have such a powerful impact. They
provide concrete examples of courage in action, showing us what is possible
and inspiring us to strive for similar character traits. Learning from the
examples of those who have demonstrated remarkable courage can be a powerful
catalyst for our own moral growth.

Learning to Judge Appropriately

A crucial aspect of developing courage is learning to judge correctly what is
and is not fearful. This involves developing practical wisdom, or phronesis,
which allows individuals to assess situations, understand their implications,
and make sound ethical decisions. The courageous person doesn't just act
boldly; they act boldly in the right circumstances, for the right reasons,
and in the right way. This requires a discerning mind and the ability to
evaluate risks and benefits rationally.

This is where education and experience play a vital role. Through reflection,
discussion, and exposure to different situations, individuals learn to refine
their judgments. They learn to distinguish between genuine threats and
imagined dangers, between noble risks and foolish gambles. This intellectual
and experiential development is as important as the emotional fortitude in
cultivating true Aristotelian courage.

The Relevance of Aristotelian Courage Today

The wisdom of Aristotle regarding courage and human excellence remains
remarkably relevant in our contemporary world. In an era often characterized
by rapid change, complex challenges, and diverse pressures, the virtues he
articulated offer a timeless framework for navigating life with integrity and
purpose. The pursuit of eudaimonia through the cultivation of character
remains a compelling aspiration for individuals seeking a meaningful
existence.

Modern society presents numerous opportunities and demands for courage.
Whether it's standing up against bullying, speaking out against
misinformation, pursuing a challenging career path, or facing personal health
crises, the Aristotelian understanding of courage as a rational and virtuous
response to fear provides invaluable guidance. It reminds us that true
strength lies not in the absence of fear, but in the ability to act
virtuously in its presence. The ancient philosopher's insights offer a robust
and enduring blueprint for living a life of genuine human excellence.

FAQ



Q: How did Aristotle define courage as a mean
between two extremes?

A: Aristotle defined courage as the mean between the vices of excess and
deficiency concerning fear and confidence. The vice of excess is recklessness
or rashness, where someone is overly confident and unconcerned about danger.
The vice of deficiency is cowardice, where someone is excessively fearful and
avoids danger even when they shouldn't. Courage, for Aristotle, is feeling
fear appropriately and acting rationally in the face of danger.

Q: What is eudaimonia according to Aristotle, and
how does courage relate to it?

A: Eudaimonia is Aristotle's concept of human flourishing or living a good
life, often translated as happiness but meaning something more profound like
self-fulfillment and living in accordance with virtue. Courage is essential
for eudaimonia because it allows individuals to face life's challenges,
pursue noble goals, and persevere through adversity, all of which are
integral to living a fully realized and virtuous life. Without courage, one
might be unable to act on their principles or achieve their potential.

Q: Is courage in Aristotelian philosophy about not
feeling fear at all?

A: No, Aristotelian courage is not about the absence of fear. Aristotle
recognized that fear is a natural human emotion. True courage involves
experiencing fear appropriately and rationally assessing the situation, then
acting with resolve despite the fear. A person who feels no fear might be
foolish or insensitive, not courageous. The courageous person acts well
because they have overcome or managed their fear through reason.

Q: Can courage be learned or is it an innate quality
according to Aristotle?

A: According to Aristotle, courage is not an innate quality but a virtue that
is developed through practice and habituation. Just like any skill, courage
is cultivated by repeatedly engaging in courageous actions. By consistently
choosing to act bravely in challenging situations, individuals build their
character and strengthen their disposition towards courage.

Q: What is the difference between courage and
recklessness in Aristotle's ethics?

A: The key difference lies in the rational assessment of danger and the
purpose of the action. Recklessness, an excess, involves taking risks without



proper consideration for the consequences, often driven by overconfidence or
a lack of understanding. Courage, the mean, involves a thoughtful evaluation
of the situation and acting bravely for a noble or just cause, understanding
and managing the associated risks.

Q: How does courage interact with other virtues like
justice and temperance?

A: Courage is a foundational virtue that supports and enables other virtues.
For example, justice may require courage to speak out against wrongdoing or
defend the innocent. Temperance may require courage to resist temptations and
maintain self-control. Courage provides the fortitude needed to act
virtuously, especially when doing so is difficult or challenging.
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