
courage and moderation aristotle
courage and moderation aristotle represent two foundational virtues within the Aristotelian
ethical framework, particularly as expounded in his seminal work, Nicomachean Ethics. These virtues
are not innate qualities but are cultivated through habituation and are essential for achieving
eudaimonia, often translated as human flourishing or living a good life. Aristotle’s doctrine of the
mean posits that virtue lies in a balance between two extremes, one of excess and one of deficiency.
Understanding courage and moderation through this lens offers profound insights into how individuals
can navigate the complexities of human experience, making sound judgments and acting
appropriately in various situations. This article delves into Aristotle’s nuanced understanding of these
virtues, exploring their definitions, their relationship to each other, and their practical implications for
developing a virtuous character.
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Aristotle's Doctrine of the Mean and Virtue

Aristotle’s ethical system is fundamentally teleological, meaning it focuses on the end goal or purpose
of human life, which he identifies as eudaimonia. To achieve this state of flourishing, individuals must
develop a virtuous character. His groundbreaking concept of the doctrine of the mean is central to
this development. He argues that moral virtues are dispositions developed through habit, which
enable us to feel and act appropriately in response to various stimuli. Crucially, virtue is not about
extremism; it is about finding the right balance, the intermediate point between two vices – one of
excess and one of deficiency. Think of it like tuning a musical instrument; too tight and it snaps, too
loose and it produces no sound. The sweet spot, the harmonious pitch, is the virtue. This middle
ground is not a mathematical average but a response that is fitting to the circumstances and guided
by reason.

This principle of the mean applies across a wide spectrum of human emotions and actions. For
instance, where anger is concerned, the deficiency is apathy, the excess is irascibility, and the virtue
is mildness. Similarly, generosity resides between stinginess and prodigality. Aristotle’s brilliance lies
in his recognition that what constitutes the mean is not fixed but is relative to the individual and the
situation. It requires a discerning mind and a well-trained character to identify and act upon this



appropriate response. Without this guiding principle, individuals are prone to err, either by doing too
much or too little, thereby falling short of their potential for virtuous living.

Defining Courage in Aristotelian Ethics

Courage, for Aristotle, is a virtue that deals with the emotions of fear and confidence, particularly in
the face of danger, especially the most fearsome danger: death. It is not simply the absence of fear,
nor is it a reckless disregard for peril. Instead, true courage is the ability to confront danger rationally
and for a noble purpose. It’s about having the right amount of fear and the right amount of
confidence, aligned with what is sensible and right. Imagine a soldier facing overwhelming odds on
the battlefield. A truly courageous soldier does not pretend the danger isn't real, nor do they charge
headlong into certain destruction without a strategic thought. They assess the situation, understand
the risks, and act decisively, not out of panic or bravado, but because their duty or cause demands it.

Aristotle emphasizes that courage is a disposition to feel fear and confidence appropriately. This
means experiencing fear when there is a genuine reason to be afraid, but not being overcome by it.
Conversely, it means having confidence when the situation warrants it, but not to the point of
arrogance or foolishness. The courageous person understands the stakes and is willing to face them,
not for personal glory or out of a desire to impress, but because it aligns with their understanding of
what is good and honorable. It's a reasoned, deliberate, and purposeful engagement with adversity.

The Deficiency of Courage: Cowardice

The vice of deficiency in relation to courage is cowardice. A coward is someone who is excessively
fearful and deficient in confidence. They shrink from danger, even when facing it is necessary or
honorable. Cowardice is characterized by an irrational and overwhelming fear that paralyzes action or
leads to inaction when action is required. It stems from an improper assessment of threats, where
potential dangers are magnified, and the individual’s capacity to cope is underestimated. This can
manifest in various ways, from avoiding any form of risk to fleeing from justifiable conflict or failing to
stand up for what is right when challenged.

Cowardice is not simply being cautious; it is a character flaw that prevents one from fulfilling their
duties or acting in accordance with their moral obligations. Aristotle would argue that a coward is not
equipped to handle the challenges of life and will therefore struggle to achieve eudaimonia. Their
inability to confront adversity means they are unable to engage fully in the activities that lead to a
well-lived life, such as defending one's community, pursuing justice, or even engaging in strenuous
intellectual pursuits that might carry the risk of failure or criticism. It's a state of being held back by
an excessive and unfounded dread.

The Excess of Courage: Rashness

On the other side of the spectrum lies rashness, the vice of excess concerning fear and confidence. A
rash person is one who has too little fear and too much confidence. They are often impulsive, unafraid



of dangers that a rational person would recognize and respect. Rashness is not bravery; it is a form of
recklessness stemming from an underestimation of risks or an overestimation of one's own abilities.
Such individuals might rush into dangerous situations without proper preparation, strategy, or
consideration of the consequences, often leading to disastrous outcomes for themselves and others.

Aristotle distinguishes rashness from true courage by highlighting its irrational and unthinking nature.
While courage involves a reasoned assessment and a noble motive, rashness is often driven by
emotion, ego, or a lack of foresight. It’s the person who jumps off a cliff because they believe they can
fly, or the entrepreneur who invests their life savings in a venture with no market research. This
excess of confidence, devoid of wisdom, can be just as detrimental as cowardice, preventing
individuals from making progress and leading them to ruin. It's a failure to temper one's spirit with
prudence.

The Mean of Courage: True Bravery

The virtue of courage, therefore, lies in the mean between cowardice and rashness. It is the
disposition to face danger appropriately, with the right amount of fear and the right amount of
confidence, guided by reason and a noble purpose. The courageous person understands what is truly
frightening and what is not, and they act accordingly. They do not court danger needlessly, nor do
they shy away from it when it is their duty to face it. Their actions are deliberate, purposeful, and
undertaken for the sake of what is good or honorable.

True bravery is often observed in situations where there is a significant threat, such as in war, at sea
during a storm, or in facing disease or poverty. In these circumstances, the courageous individual
experiences fear, acknowledges the danger, but acts with resolve and determination. They are
motivated by a commitment to their values, their community, or a cause greater than themselves.
This requires a strength of character that allows them to overcome their natural inclination to flee
from harm, demonstrating a rational and ethical response to adversity. It is this balance, this
measured response, that defines the virtuous act of courage.

The Importance of Context and Practical Wisdom for Courage

Aristotle was keen to emphasize that the mean is not a fixed point but is relative to the situation and
the individual. What constitutes courage in one scenario might be recklessness or caution in another.
This is where practical wisdom, or phronesis, becomes indispensable. Practical wisdom is the
intellectual virtue that enables us to deliberate well about what is good and advantageous for
ourselves and others in life generally. It allows us to perceive the particulars of a situation, to
understand what is relevant, and to determine the appropriate course of action.

For example, the courage shown by a soldier in battle differs from the courage shown by a doctor
facing a contagious disease, or the courage of an artist exhibiting their work to public scrutiny.
Practical wisdom helps discern the appropriate level of risk, the potential benefits, and the moral
considerations involved in each. Without this capacity for nuanced judgment, one might mistakenly
label rashness as courage or mistake caution for cowardice. Therefore, cultivating courage is
intrinsically linked to developing practical wisdom, enabling individuals to act virtuously in the myriad



complex situations life presents.

Understanding Moderation (Temperance) in Aristotle

Moderation, or temperance (sophrosyne), is another cardinal virtue in Aristotle's ethics, focusing on
our relationship with pleasures and pains, particularly those of a physical nature, such as those
associated with food, drink, and sex. It is the virtue of self-restraint, the ability to find the appropriate
balance in experiencing and pursuing these sensory delights. Like courage, temperance is a mean
between two extremes: excess and deficiency. It’s about having the right attitude towards physical
gratification, not being overly driven by it, nor completely abstinent to the point of deprivation.

Aristotle saw temperance as essential for a well-ordered life and a prerequisite for other virtues. A
person constantly enslaved by their appetites will find it difficult to act rationally or to pursue higher
goods. Temperance allows individuals to enjoy pleasures in a healthy and balanced way, without
becoming their masters. It’s about appreciating the good things in life without letting them dictate
one's actions or compromise one's character. It’s a form of inner harmony, where reason governs the
bodily desires.

The Deficiency of Moderation: Insensibility

The deficiency associated with temperance is insensibility, or a lack of responsiveness to pleasure.
This is a less commonly discussed vice than its opposite, but it is nonetheless a departure from the
virtuous mean. An insensible person is one who appears to derive little or no pleasure from life’s
sensory experiences. They might be indifferent to food, drink, or other physical comforts, not out of a
principled asceticism, but out of a natural lack of appetite or an inability to experience or appreciate
these things. While this might seem preferable to overindulgence, Aristotle suggests it can also be a
failing, as it prevents one from engaging fully with life's offerings and from experiencing the
appropriate, moderate joys.

This deficiency can lead to a life that is arguably less rich and fulfilling. If one cannot enjoy a good
meal, a pleasant conversation, or the company of friends, they are missing out on significant aspects
of human experience. It's not about seeking excessive pleasure, but about being able to appreciate
and engage with the natural, moderate pleasures that contribute to human well-being. Insensibility, in
this sense, is a form of emotional or sensory deficiency that limits one's capacity for happiness and
connection.

The Excess of Moderation: Self-Indulgence

The more prevalent vice related to moderation is self-indulgence, also known as profligacy or
incontinence in the context of appetites. This is the vice of excess, where an individual is overly
driven by their desires for pleasure, lacking the self-control to moderate their consumption or
engagement. Self-indulgent people are slaves to their appetites, pursuing immediate gratification
without regard for long-term consequences or moral considerations. They are characterized by an



insatiable craving for sensory pleasures, leading to excesses in eating, drinking, sexual activity, and
other bodily desires.

This excess can manifest as gluttony, drunkenness, or lechery. The self-indulgent person struggles to
say "no" to their impulses, even when they know it is harmful or wrong. Their desires overwhelm their
reason, leading to a life of potential regret, health problems, and damaged relationships. Aristotle
believed that such a life is far from eudaimonia, as it is characterized by a lack of self-mastery and a
constant pursuit of fleeting, often hollow, pleasures. They are unable to pursue the higher goods that
contribute to a truly flourishing life.

The Mean of Moderation: True Temperance

The virtuous mean of temperance lies between insensibility and self-indulgence. A temperate person
enjoys pleasures in a proper way, neither being overwhelmed by them nor being indifferent to them.
They possess the self-control and rational judgment to discern the appropriate degree of indulgence.
They can enjoy food, drink, and other sensory experiences in a way that is healthy, proportionate, and
aligned with their overall well-being and moral goals. It’s about savoring life’s delights without
becoming their captive.

Temperance allows individuals to experience pleasure without letting it lead them astray. They
understand that pleasure can be good, but that excessive pursuit of it can be destructive. They are
able to resist temptations when necessary and to limit their indulgence when it is appropriate. This
virtue requires a disciplined mind and a cultivated character, enabling one to find satisfaction in
moderation and to prioritize long-term well-being over immediate, fleeting sensations. It’s the ability
to say "yes" to pleasure when it’s fitting and "no" when it’s not, guided by reason.

The Role of Reason and Pleasure in Moderation

Aristotle's understanding of moderation is deeply intertwined with the interplay between reason and
pleasure. He recognized that humans are pleasure-seeking creatures, and that pleasure itself is not
inherently bad. In fact, moderate pleasures can contribute to a good life. The key is that reason must
guide our pursuit and experience of these pleasures. Reason helps us to identify which pleasures are
appropriate, in what measure they should be pursued, and when they should be forgone. Temperance
is, therefore, the rational governance of our desires.

It's not about suppressing all desires, but about ordering them according to what is good and fitting.
Reason provides the framework for understanding the potential consequences of unchecked
indulgence and the benefits of self-control. For example, reason can inform us that while a rich
dessert might be pleasurable in the moment, excessive consumption can lead to health problems.
Temperance, guided by reason, allows us to enjoy the dessert in moderation, appreciating its taste
without compromising our long-term health and well-being. Thus, reason acts as the helm, steering
the ship of desire through the waters of life.



The Interplay Between Courage and Moderation

Courage and moderation, while distinct virtues, are not isolated. They often work in conjunction to
support a well-lived life. Consider a situation where someone must stand up for their beliefs against
popular opinion, a situation requiring courage. If that person is also a slave to their appetites (lacking
moderation), they might be tempted to compromise their principles to gain favor or avoid discomfort,
thereby undermining their courageous stance. Conversely, someone who is courageous but lacks
moderation might be prone to rashness, taking on challenges that are beyond their capabilities or
resources.

The relationship is synergistic: moderation provides the self-control necessary to act courageously
when needed, and courage provides the fortitude to maintain moderation when faced with
temptations or social pressures that encourage excess. For instance, a leader who needs the courage
to make unpopular but necessary decisions might also need the moderation to avoid being swayed by
the desire for public approval or the fear of criticism. Both virtues fortify each other, enabling a
person to navigate life's challenges with integrity and balance. They are essential components of a
robust moral character that can withstand the pressures of both external adversity and internal
desires.

Cultivating Virtue: Habituation and Practice

For Aristotle, virtues like courage and moderation are not acquired through mere intellectual
understanding; they are developed through consistent practice and habituation. We become
courageous by performing courageous acts, and temperate by acting temperately. It’s akin to
learning a craft; you don’t become a skilled carpenter by reading about woodworking, but by picking
up the tools and practicing. Similarly, the first time one faces a fear and acts bravely, it might be
difficult and feel unnatural. But with repeated practice, the disposition to act bravely becomes more
ingrained, less effortful.

The process involves making conscious choices to act virtuously, even when it’s challenging. This
might mean deliberately exposing oneself to mild fears to build resilience, or consciously resisting the
urge to overindulge in food or drink. Over time, these repeated actions shape our character, making
virtuous behavior more of an automatic response. This requires dedication, self-awareness, and a
willingness to learn from mistakes. The goal is to reach a point where virtuous actions flow naturally,
not out of compulsion, but out of a well-developed character that instinctively seeks the mean.

Courage and Moderation as Pillars of a Flourishing Life

Ultimately, courage and moderation are not just admirable traits; they are indispensable pillars upon
which a flourishing life, or eudaimonia, is built. Courage allows us to confront the inevitable difficulties
and dangers of life with fortitude and integrity, enabling us to pursue our goals and defend our values.
Moderation grants us the self-mastery necessary to enjoy life's pleasures appropriately, without
becoming enslaved by them, thereby maintaining our capacity for rational thought and purposeful
action. Together, these virtues help individuals to live in accordance with reason, to achieve inner



harmony, and to engage fully and meaningfully with the world.

By striving for the Aristotelian mean in both courage and moderation, individuals can cultivate a
balanced and resilient character. This journey of character development is ongoing, requiring
continuous effort and reflection. It leads not to a life devoid of challenge or pleasure, but to a life rich
with purpose, self-possession, and the profound satisfaction that comes from living virtuously. They
are the bedrock upon which a life of excellence is constructed, allowing us to navigate the
complexities of existence with grace and wisdom.

Q: How does Aristotle define courage in relation to fear?
A: Aristotle defines courage not as the absence of fear, but as the virtue that lies in facing fear
appropriately. It's about feeling fear when it is warranted by danger, but not being overcome by it,
and having the right amount of confidence to act when necessary, rather than being ruled by
excessive fear (cowardice) or an unwarranted lack of fear (rashness).

Q: What are the two extremes that courage must avoid
according to Aristotle?
A: According to Aristotle, the two extremes that courage must avoid are cowardice, which is the
deficiency of confidence and an excess of fear, and rashness, which is an excess of confidence and a
deficiency of fear. True courage lies in the mean between these two vices.

Q: Can you explain Aristotle's concept of the "mean" as it
applies to moderation?
A: Aristotle’s concept of the mean, as applied to moderation (temperance), refers to the virtue of
finding the right balance in experiencing physical pleasures. It is the middle ground between the
deficiency of insensibility (not experiencing pleasure appropriately) and the excess of self-indulgence
or profligacy (being enslaved by appetites).

Q: What is the deficiency of moderation called in Aristotelian
ethics?
A: The deficiency of moderation, according to Aristotle, is called insensibility. This refers to a state
where an individual does not derive appropriate pleasure from life's sensory experiences, or is
indifferent to them, falling short of the virtuous appreciation of moderate pleasures.

Q: What role does practical wisdom (phronesis) play in
developing courage and moderation?
A: Practical wisdom is crucial for both courage and moderation because it allows individuals to discern
the appropriate mean in any given situation. It helps in understanding the particulars of
circumstances, assessing risks and benefits, and determining the right course of action that aligns



with virtue, rather than relying on fixed rules or impulsive reactions.

Q: Are courage and moderation learned or innate virtues
according to Aristotle?
A: Aristotle believed that virtues like courage and moderation are not innate but are cultivated
through habituation and practice. We become virtuous by repeatedly performing virtuous actions,
thereby developing stable dispositions or character traits.

Q: How do courage and moderation interact with each other in
the Aristotelian ethical system?
A: Courage and moderation are interconnected and mutually supportive. Moderation provides the
self-control necessary to act courageously when required, while courage provides the fortitude to
maintain moderation when faced with temptations or social pressures that encourage excess.
Together, they contribute to a balanced and resilient character.

Q: What is the ultimate goal of cultivating virtues like courage
and moderation for Aristotle?
A: The ultimate goal for Aristotle is eudaimonia, which translates to human flourishing or living a
good, well-lived life. Cultivating virtues like courage and moderation is essential for achieving this
state of optimal human functioning and happiness.
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