courage and the development of moral
character aristotle

The Development of Moral Character Through Courage: An Aristotelian
Perspective

courage and the development of moral character aristotle form a foundational
nexus within philosophical inquiry, exploring how the cultivation of bravery
is intrinsically linked to the formation of a virtuous individual. Aristotle,
in his seminal work Nicomachean Ethics, meticulously dissects the nature of
courage not merely as an absence of fear, but as a reasoned and balanced
response to danger, essential for achieving eudaimonia, or human flourishing.
This article delves into the Aristotelian understanding of courage, its role
as a cardinal virtue, its connection to habituation, and its indispensable
contribution to the broader tapestry of moral character development,
ultimately illuminating how embracing challenges fortifies our ethical
compass. We will examine how this ancient wisdom offers timeless insights
into building resilience and integrity in the face of adversity.
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What is Aristotelian Courage?

Aristotle's conception of courage is far more nuanced than the common
understanding of mere fearlessness. For him, courage is not the absence of
fear, but rather the appropriate feeling and acting in the face of danger and
in relation to things to be feared and things not to be feared. It is a
virtue that allows an individual to confront peril with a steady resolve,
motivated by noble reasons and for the sake of the good. It’s about
understanding what is truly worth fearing and what is not, and acting
accordingly. This careful distinction is crucial because acting without fear,
or acting out of ignorance of the danger, does not constitute true courage
but rather recklessness or madness.

Think of a soldier stepping onto the battlefield. A truly courageous soldier
will experience fear — it is a natural human response to immense danger.
However, their courage lies in acknowledging that fear, assessing the



situation rationally, and proceeding with their duty because they understand
the greater good they are fighting for. This rational assessment and
commitment to a noble cause are what elevate their actions beyond mere
bravado or a lack of self-preservation instincts.

Courage as a Mean Between Extremes

A cornerstone of Aristotelian ethics is the doctrine of the mean, which
posits that virtue lies between two vices, one of excess and one of
deficiency. Courage is no exception to this principle. Aristotle identifies
two extremes that fall short of true courage: rashness (or recklessness) and
cowardice.

Rashness: The Excess of Courage

Rashness represents an excess in facing danger. The rash individual either
does not feel fear when they ought to, or they feel it but are overcome by
it, leading them to act impulsively and without proper consideration. They
might rush headlong into danger without a sound strategy, often driven by
overconfidence or a desire for glory rather than a genuine understanding of
the necessity of their action. Their actions might appear brave on the
surface, but they are not guided by reason or a proper apprehension of what
is truly at stake.

Cowardice: The Deficiency of Courage

On the other side of the spectrum lies cowardice, which is a deficiency in
facing danger. The coward experiences fear excessively or inappropriately,
allowing it to paralyze them and prevent them from acting when they ought to.
They shrink away from danger, even when it is necessary to confront it for
the sake of duty, justice, or the common good. Their actions are dictated by
an overwhelming and irrational fear, leading to inaction or retreat in
critical moments.

The Virtuous Mean of Courage

True courage, therefore, is the disposition to feel and act appropriately in

situations of danger and fear. It is the ability to discern the right course

of action, to approach danger with a measured but firm resolve, and to endure
hardship for a noble purpose. This mean is not a simple mathematical average

but a rational and context-dependent response, guided by practical wisdom. It
involves a keen assessment of the situation, understanding what is truly



fearsome and what is not, and acting in accordance with reason and ethical
principles.

The Role of Habituation in Cultivating Courage

Aristotle argued that virtues are not innate but are acquired through
practice and habituation. This is particularly true for courage. We do not
become courageous by simply wishing it; we become courageous by performing
courageous acts. Through repeated exposure to challenging situations and by
choosing to act bravely, we develop the disposition to be courageous.

Consider learning to ride a bicycle. Initially, it is a frightening prospect,
filled with the fear of falling. However, by repeatedly getting on the bike,
practicing balance, and falling a few times, we gradually overcome that fear
and develop the skill and confidence to ride. Similarly, by engaging in
actions that require bravery — whether it's speaking up for what is right,
facing a difficult conversation, or undertaking a challenging task — we build
the muscle of courage within ourselves. Each courageous act, no matter how
small, reinforces the habit and makes the next act of bravery slightly
easier.

This process involves not just the external action but also the internal
disposition. With practice, we begin to internalize the values that underpin
courage, such as justice, honor, and duty. These values then become guiding
principles that inform our decision-making, making courageous action a more
natural and less arduous choice.

Courage and the Other Virtues

Aristotle understood that virtues are interconnected and do not exist in
isolation. Courage, while a cardinal virtue in itself, also plays a vital
role in the development and exercise of other virtues.

e Courage and Justice: A just person must often be courageous to act
justly, especially when facing opposition or personal risk. For
instance, a judge must have courage to render a fair verdict, and a
citizen might need courage to expose injustice.

e Courage and Temperance: While temperance deals with the moderation of
pleasures, courage is often required to resist temptations that might
lead to intemperance, especially when those temptations involve social
pressures or the fear of disapproval.

e Courage and Prudence (Practical Wisdom): Prudence is essential for



courage. A prudent person can discern the appropriate time and manner to
act bravely, avoiding rashness. Courage, in turn, allows one to act on
the prudent judgments of the mind, even when it is difficult or
dangerous.

e Courage and Magnanimity: The virtue of magnanimity, or greatness of
soul, often requires courage to pursue worthy goals and to maintain
one's self-respect in the face of adversity or criticism.

Without courage, many other virtues would remain theoretical or ineffectual.
It provides the strength and resolve to put ethical principles into practice,
transforming good intentions into virtuous actions.

The Impact of Courage on Moral Character

The development of courage is not merely about being brave in specific
situations; it profoundly shapes the entire moral character of an individual.
By consistently choosing to face challenges with reasoned resolve, a person
builds a reputation for integrity and reliability.

When we act courageously, we demonstrate to ourselves and to others that we
are guided by principles that transcend immediate comfort or personal safety.
This builds a sense of self-efficacy and strengthens our commitment to our
values. Over time, this consistent pattern of courageous action becomes
ingrained, forming the bedrock of a strong moral character. It cultivates
resilience, enabling individuals to bounce back from setbacks and to continue
striving for what is good, even when the path is difficult.

Furthermore, courage fosters a sense of responsibility. By confronting
difficulties, we take ownership of our actions and their consequences. This
responsibility is a key component of a mature moral character, allowing us to
contribute positively to our communities and to navigate complex ethical
landscapes with greater confidence and wisdom.

Practical Applications of Aristotelian Courage

The Aristotelian framework for courage offers practical guidance for personal
growth and ethical living. It encourages us to view challenges not as
obstacles to be avoided, but as opportunities for developing our character.

In our daily lives, this might mean:

e Speaking truthfully, even when it is unpopular.



e Standing up for those who are weaker or marginalized.
e Pursuing demanding educational or career goals despite the difficulty.
e Admitting mistakes and making amends.

e Taking calculated risks for personal or societal betterment.

Each of these situations requires a measured response to potential
discomfort, fear, or criticism. By engaging with these challenges with the
Aristotelian understanding of courage as a reasoned mean, we strengthen our
moral fiber and move closer to living a fulfilling and virtuous life.

Fear, Pain, and the Courageous Act

Aristotle was keenly aware that courage does not mean an absence of pain or
suffering. In fact, the courageous individual often endures significant pain
and hardship. The true test lies in their reaction to it. They do not flee
from pain, nor do they become overwhelmed by it to the point of abandoning
their duty or ethical commitments.

Consider a physician working tirelessly on the front lines of a pandemic.
They experience fear for their own safety and the safety of their loved ones,
they witness immense suffering and pain, and they themselves may endure
exhaustion and emotional distress. Yet, their commitment to their patients
and their understanding of the importance of their work enables them to
persevere. This persistence in the face of adversity, this willingness to
endure pain for a noble cause, is the very essence of courage as understood
by Aristotle. It is the triumph of rational purpose over instinctual aversion
to suffering.

Courage in the Context of the Polis

For Aristotle, the development of character and virtue is not solely an
individual pursuit; it is deeply intertwined with one's participation in the
polis, or the city-state. Courage is a virtue that is particularly vital for
the health and well-being of the community.

Citizens need courage to defend their city from external threats, to uphold
its laws, and to participate actively in its governance. Political courage,
the courage to speak out against corruption or to advocate for just policies,
is essential for a thriving democracy. Aristotle believed that a good citizen
is one who contributes to the common good, and courage is often necessary to
fulfill this civic duty, especially when it involves confronting powerful



interests or enduring the criticisms that come with public life.

Moreover, by fostering courage within its citizens, the polis cultivates a
population that is more resilient, more virtuous, and better equipped to
address the challenges it faces. The collective practice of courage by
individuals strengthens the entire social fabric, creating a more robust and
ethically grounded society. It is through such individual virtues, practiced
within the community, that the highest forms of human flourishing are
achieved.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: How did Aristotle define courage in simple terms?

A: In simple terms, Aristotle defined courage not as the absence of fear, but
as the ability to confront danger and fear appropriately, acting with reason
and for noble purposes, finding a balance between being too fearful
(cowardly) and not fearful enough (rash).

Q: Why is courage considered a "mean" in
Aristotelian ethics?

A: Courage is considered a "mean" because it lies between two vices:
cowardice, which is an excess of fear and a deficiency in facing danger, and
rashness, which is a deficiency of fear and an excess in facing danger. True
courage is the right amount of feeling and action in the face of fear.

Q: Can one be born courageous, or is it learned?

A: According to Aristotle, courage, like all virtues, is learned and
developed through habituation and practice. One is not born courageous but
becomes courageous by repeatedly performing courageous actions.

Q: What is the relationship between courage and fear
in Aristotle's philosophy?

A: Aristotle believed that a courageous person does experience fear, as it is
a natural human emotion. However, their courage is demonstrated in how they
respond to that fear — by not letting it paralyze them and by acting
according to reason and virtue despite it.



Q: How does courage contribute to the development of
overall moral character?

A: Courage is fundamental to moral character because it provides the strength
and resolve to act in accordance with other virtues, such as justice and
honesty, even when faced with difficulty or personal risk. It builds
resilience and integrity.

Q: What are the two vices that courage is the mean
between?

A: The two vices that courage is the mean between are cowardice (the
deficiency in facing fear and danger) and rashness or recklessness (the
excess in facing fear and danger, often without proper reason).

Q: Does Aristotelian courage mean acting without any
risk?

A: No, Aristotelian courage does not mean acting without risk. It involves
understanding and acknowledging risks but choosing to act bravely for a
worthy cause, often involving enduring hardship or pain.
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