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Courage and the Development of
Character: An Aristotelian Perspective

Courage and the development of character aristotle laid foundational insights
into what it truly means to live a virtuous life. For Aristotle, courage
wasn't merely the absence of fear, but a precisely calibrated emotional and
behavioral response, integral to the cultivation of a well-rounded and
excellent individual. This exploration delves into the Aristotelian
understanding of courage as a virtue, examining its place within his broader
ethical framework, its relationship to other virtues, and its practical
implications for character development. We will uncover how Aristotle viewed
courage as a mean between extremes, its connection to reason, and its vital
role in achieving eudaimonia, the ultimate human flourishing.
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The Aristotelian Conception of Virtue

Aristotle, in his seminal work "Nicomachean Ethics," presents a comprehensive
theory of virtue that remains profoundly influential. For him, virtues are
not innate qualities but rather dispositions developed through habit and
practice. They represent excellences of character that enable individuals to
function optimally and live a life of purpose and fulfillment. These virtues
are acquired through conscious effort, much like learning a craft or a skill.



One doesn't become courageous by simply wishing it, but by repeatedly acting
courageously, even when it is difficult.

The development of virtue is central to Aristotle's ethical system, as he
believed that by cultivating virtuous habits, individuals could achieve
eudaimonia, often translated as flourishing or living well. This isn't a
fleeting state of happiness but a sustained condition of living a meaningful
and excellent life. Virtues, therefore, are the tools and the building blocks
of this flourishing existence. They are the characteristic excellences that
allow us to navigate the complexities of human life with wisdom, temperance,
justice, and, crucially, courage.

Courage as a Virtue: Defining the Mean

At the heart of Aristotle's understanding of courage lies the concept of the
"golden mean." He posited that virtue exists as a balance between two
opposing vices: an excess and a deficiency. Courage, specifically, is the
mean concerning the emotions of fear and confidence. It is not about being
fearless, nor is it about being reckless. Instead, true courage involves
experiencing fear appropriately and acting with confidence when the situation
demands it.

This notion of the mean is not a mathematical calculation but a matter of
practical wisdom, or phronesis. It requires discerning the right course of
action in specific circumstances. What constitutes the courageous response
can vary greatly depending on the context. A soldier facing an enemy charge
will exhibit courage differently than a whistleblower exposing corruption or
an individual standing up for a friend in need. The mean is relative to the
individual and the situation, guided by reason and the pursuit of what is
noble and good.

The Fear and the Boldness: Understanding the
Extremes

To fully grasp courage, Aristotle instructs us to examine its vices. The
deficiency in courage is cowardice. A coward is someone who is excessively
fearful and not confident enough in the face of danger. They are overcome by
their emotions, leading to inaction or the avoidance of necessary risks, even
when noble ends are at stake. This fear can paralyze them, preventing them
from doing what is right or from defending what is valuable. Cowardice stems
from an improper appraisal of danger, leading to an undue subjection to fear.

On the other hand, the excess concerning courage is recklessness or rashness.
A reckless person is someone who is excessively confident and not fearful
enough. They underestimate dangers and rush into perilous situations without
proper consideration, often for misguided reasons or with little hope of a
positive outcome. Their boldness is not grounded in rational assessment but
in an overestimation of their own abilities or a disregard for legitimate
threats. Aristotle contrasts this with true courage, which is informed and
purposeful.



The Role of Reason in Cultivating Courage

Aristotle strongly emphasized that virtue is a product of reason. Courage is
not simply an instinctual response; it is a reasoned choice. The courageous
person does not act blindly but with an understanding of what is truly
frightening and what is worth fighting for. This involves a rational
assessment of the situation, weighing the potential dangers against the
perceived benefits or the moral imperative to act. Reason guides the
individual in determining the appropriate amount of fear and confidence.

Furthermore, reason plays a critical role in habituation, the process by
which virtues are developed. Through repeated exposure to situations that
require bravery, individuals learn to apply their rational faculties to
discern the mean. They begin to develop the correct emotional responses and
behavioral patterns. This iterative process, guided by wise counsel and
reflective practice, allows individuals to internalize courageous
dispositions, making them second nature rather than a strenuous effort.

Courage in Action: Practical Implications

The practical manifestation of courage, as Aristotle understood it, is
multifaceted. It's not confined to the battlefield, though that is a
prominent example. Courage is evident in everyday life through the
willingness to stand up for one's beliefs, to speak truth to power, to admit
mistakes, and to pursue difficult but worthwhile goals. It involves facing
social ostracism, professional repercussions, or personal inconvenience for
the sake of a greater good or principle.

Consider the courage required to be honest when a lie would be easier, or the
courage needed to apologize sincerely after wrongdoing. These acts, though
perhaps lacking the dramatic flair of military valor, are equally, if not
more, challenging for many. They require a deep-seated commitment to moral
principles and the ability to overcome the natural human inclination towards
self-preservation or the avoidance of discomfort. This demonstrates that
courage is not a singular trait but a spectrum of behaviors applied across
various life domains.

Courage and the Development of Other Virtues

Aristotle recognized that virtues are interconnected and mutually
reinforcing. Courage, in particular, plays a pivotal role in enabling the
practice of other virtues. For instance, justice often requires courage to
uphold, especially when doing so incurs personal risk or opposition. The just
person must have the courage to act impartially, even when tempted by
personal gain or intimidated by powerful individuals.

Similarly, temperance, the virtue of self-control, can be significantly
bolstered by courage. Facing temptations that lead to excess often requires a
form of courage—-the courage to resist immediate gratification for the sake of
long-term well-being or moral integrity. Without a degree of courage, the



pursuit of other virtues can falter when confronted with significant
obstacles or the allure of vice. They are not separate islands of character
but interwoven threads in the tapestry of a virtuous life.

The Ultimate Goal: Eudaimonia and the
Courageous Life

Ultimately, Aristotle argued that the development of virtues, including
courage, is indispensable for achieving eudaimonia. A life devoid of courage
would be a life of fear and constraint, unable to fully engage with the world
or pursue noble endeavors. The courageous individual is free to act in
accordance with reason and virtue, unhindered by debilitating fear. This
freedom allows for the realization of one's full potential as a human being.

Living a courageous life, therefore, is not just about facing dangers; it is
about living authentically and fully. It is about embracing challenges,
taking calculated risks for worthy causes, and standing firm in one's
convictions. This active engagement with 1life, guided by reason and shaped by
virtuous habits, is what constitutes the flourishing existence that Aristotle
championed. The development of character, with courage as a cornerstone, is
the path to this highest form of human achievement.

FAQ

Q: How did Aristotle define courage differently from
simply not being afraid?

A: Aristotle defined courage not as the absence of fear, but as a virtue that
lies in the mean between excessive fear (cowardice) and deficient fear
(rashness). It involves feeling fear appropriately and acting with confidence
when the situation demands it, guided by reason.

Q: What are the two vices that Aristotle associated
with courage?

A: Aristotle associated cowardice (the deficiency in courage) and
recklessness or rashness (the excess in courage) as the two vices that
courage must steer clear of.

Q: Why did Aristotle emphasize the role of reason in
developing courage?

A: Aristotle emphasized reason because courage, for him, was not a mere
instinct but a deliberated choice. Reason allows an individual to assess



situations, understand what is truly frightening and what is worth pursuing,
and determine the appropriate response.

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 disposition
that is developed through habituation and practice. It is learned through
repeatedly acting courageously, guided by reason and experience.

Q: How does courage relate to other virtues in
Aristotelian ethics?

A: Aristotle saw virtues as interconnected. Courage is crucial for the
practice of other virtues, such as justice and temperance, as it provides the
fortitude needed to uphold principles and resist temptations.

Q: What is the ultimate goal of developing virtues
like courage in Aristotelian philosophy?

A: The ultimate goal of developing virtues like courage is to achieve
eudaimonia, which is often translated as flourishing or living a good and
meaningful life.

Q: Is courage only relevant in extreme situations,
or does it apply to everyday life?

A: Courage applies to everyday life as well as extreme situations.
Aristotle's concept encompasses the bravery needed to speak truth, admit
mistakes, stand up for beliefs, and pursue difficult but noble goals in
ordinary circumstances.

Q: How does the concept of the "mean" apply to
courage?

A: The mean applies to courage by finding the balance between being overly
fearful (cowardice) and being overly bold or fearless (rashness). It is about
acting with appropriate confidence in the face of danger, as dictated by
practical wisdom.
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