
courage and the mean state aristotle
The Virtue of Courage: Aristotle's Doctrine of the Mean and its Practical Application

courage and the mean state aristotle are intrinsically linked concepts within the framework of
Aristotelian ethics, offering profound insights into the nature of virtue and the pursuit of a
flourishing life, or eudaimonia. Aristotle, in his seminal work, Nicomachean Ethics, posits that
virtues are not innate but developed through habituation, residing as a disposition to act in
accordance with reason. Specifically, courage is presented not as a reckless disregard for danger,
but as a complex virtue that navigates the treacherous path between cowardice and rashness. This
article will delve deeply into Aristotle's understanding of courage, exploring its place within the
doctrine of the mean, examining the excesses and deficiencies it avoids, and considering its
enduring relevance in shaping character and fostering a more virtuous society. We will unpack the
philosophical underpinnings of this cardinal virtue and explore how its practical application can
guide our actions in a world often characterized by fear and uncertainty.
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Understanding Aristotle's Doctrine of the Mean

At the heart of Aristotle's ethical philosophy lies the concept of the doctrine of the mean. This
fundamental principle suggests that virtue is a disposition, a character trait, that lies in a mean or
intermediate state between two vices: one of excess and one of deficiency. Think of it like Goldilocks'
porridge – not too hot, not too cold, but just right. This "just right" is not a mathematical midpoint,
but rather a mean relative to us, meaning it's appropriate for the individual and the specific
circumstances. Aristotle believed that by consistently choosing actions that align with this mean, we
cultivate virtuous habits, which in turn lead to a more fulfilling and ethical life. It's about finding the
balance, the sweet spot, in our desires, emotions, and actions.

This doctrine is not about mediocrity or a lack of conviction. Instead, it emphasizes moderation and
proportionality. The mean is determined by reason, specifically by phronesis, or practical wisdom,
which allows us to discern the right course of action in any given situation. Without this guiding
principle of reason, simply avoiding extremes could lead to indecision or an absence of action
altogether. Aristotle's mean is a dynamic concept, requiring judgment and adaptation rather than
rigid adherence to a fixed rule. It’s about making reasoned choices that lead to excellence in
character.



The Mean is Relative to Us and Circumstance
One of the most crucial aspects of Aristotle's doctrine of the mean is its relational nature. The mean
is not a universal, objective point that applies equally to everyone. Rather, it is a mean relative to the
individual and the specific context of the situation. What might be a courageous act for one person,
given their capabilities and experiences, could be perceived as foolhardy by another. Similarly, the
demands of a situation can alter what constitutes the appropriate response. A soldier facing
imminent danger might need to exhibit a higher degree of bravery than a civilian navigating a minor
inconvenience. This relativistic aspect underscores the importance of practical wisdom in ethical
decision-making.

This means that there isn't a one-size-fits-all manual for being virtuous. We must learn to assess
each situation, understand our own strengths and weaknesses, and then act in a way that embodies
the appropriate response. It's a continuous process of learning and refinement, where reason plays a
pivotal role in calibrating our actions to the demands of life. The mean, therefore, is not a static
destination but an ongoing journey guided by thoughtful consideration and experience.

Courage as the Mean Between Extremes

Within this framework, courage emerges as a prime example of a virtue found in the mean. Aristotle
identifies the object of courage as fear and confidence. The courageous person is one who faces
fearful things and endures them, or acts in the face of them, for the sake of what is noble and right.
They do not feel fear less than others, nor do they feel it more, but they manage their fear and their
confidence in a way that is appropriate to the situation and for a noble end. This careful balancing
act distinguishes true courage from its distorted counterparts.

It's about having the right amount of fear and the right amount of confidence. Too much fear leads
to inaction and paralysis, while too much confidence can lead to recklessness. The courageous
individual possesses the inner fortitude to confront danger, pain, or hardship when it is necessary
for the greater good, without being overwhelmed by fear or deluded by a false sense of invincibility.
This virtuous disposition allows them to act decisively and effectively, even in the most challenging
circumstances.

The Object of Courage: Fear and Confidence
Aristotle meticulously examines the emotions and situations that test courage. He notes that the
primary elements involved are fear and confidence. The courageous person doesn't claim to be
fearless; rather, they experience fear but do not allow it to dictate their actions when acting
virtuously is required. They understand what is truly frightening and what is not, and they maintain
a rational perspective on the potential for danger. Their confidence is not born of arrogance or a
lack of awareness of risk, but from a clear-headed assessment of what can be borne and what is
worth fighting for.

This understanding of fear and confidence is crucial because it highlights that courage is not about
the absence of emotion, but about the mastery of it. It’s about feeling the apprehension but choosing
to act in spite of it, driven by a commitment to a higher purpose or moral imperative. This nuanced
perspective helps us move beyond simplistic notions of bravery and appreciate the complex inner
work involved in truly courageous action.



Courage in the Face of Specific Dangers
Aristotle further elaborates on courage by considering specific instances where it is tested. These
often involve dangers of war, such as facing wounds, death, or capture. However, the principle
extends beyond the battlefield to any situation demanding bravery. Whether it's standing up for
one's beliefs in the face of social ostracization, confronting a difficult truth, or persevering through
personal adversity, the essence of courage remains the same: facing what is fearful for the sake of
what is noble.

The courageous individual assesses the risk involved and acts accordingly, not out of compulsion or
a desire for reward, but because it is the right thing to do. They have a clear understanding of what
constitutes a significant threat and are not easily swayed by trivial anxieties. This discriminate
application of bravery demonstrates a sophisticated moral compass and a commitment to virtuous
conduct.

The Deficiency: Cowardice and its Manifestations

Cowardice represents the deficiency in relation to courage. The coward is characterized by an
excessive fearfulness, leading them to shrink from dangers that they ought to face. They are
overcome by their apprehension, often to the point of paralysis or irrational flight. This excessive
fear distorts their judgment and prevents them from acting in accordance with reason or for the
sake of what is noble. Instead, their actions are dictated by their overwhelming sense of dread.

Cowardice can manifest in various ways, from outright flight in the face of danger to a passive
refusal to confront difficult truths or situations. It’s a state where fear becomes the dominant
emotion, clouding rational thought and inhibiting virtuous action. The coward’s actions are driven by
a desire to avoid pain and discomfort, even at the expense of their moral integrity or the well-being
of others.

Fear as an Overwhelming Force
For the coward, fear is not a manageable emotion but an all-consuming force. They tend to
exaggerate the potential for danger and underestimate their own capacity to cope. This skewed
perception leads them to misjudge situations, consistently overestimating the threat and
underestimating their ability to overcome it. The result is a pervasive sense of dread that dictates
their every move, leading them to avoid any situation that carries even a hint of risk.

This constant state of apprehension can be debilitating, limiting the coward's potential for growth
and meaningful engagement with the world. It prevents them from seizing opportunities, from
standing up for what they believe in, and from contributing to the greater good. Their lives are often
characterized by missed chances and a pervasive sense of regret, stemming from their inability to
overcome their internal limitations.

The Coward's Inaction and Misjudgment
The direct consequence of excessive fear is inaction or the wrong kind of action. A coward might flee
from a battle they should fight, abandon their responsibilities when faced with difficulty, or remain
silent when they should speak out. Their judgment is so clouded by fear that they are incapable of



discerning the appropriate response. They often mistake danger where there is little or allow minor
inconveniences to become insurmountable obstacles. This misjudgment stems directly from their
inability to temper their emotional response with reason.

This pattern of behavior not only harms the individual but can also have detrimental effects on those
around them. A lack of courage can mean failing to protect the vulnerable, allowing injustice to
prevail, or neglecting duties that are essential for the functioning of a community. The coward's
retreat from responsibility can have far-reaching and negative consequences.

The Excess: Rashness and its Perils

Rashness, on the other hand, is the excess in relation to courage. The rash person is one who
exhibits a deficiency in fear and an excess of confidence. They rush headlong into danger without
proper deliberation or assessment of the risks involved. Their confidence is not grounded in reason
or a realistic appraisal of the situation but rather in a misguided sense of invincibility or a reckless
disregard for consequences. They are often eager for challenges, not out of a sense of duty or
nobility, but out of a desire for excitement or a misplaced bravado.

While appearing courageous on the surface, rashness is ultimately a vice because it is not guided by
reason and often leads to unnecessary harm. The rash individual fails to appreciate the true nature
of the danger they face, leading them to take actions that are imprudent and ultimately self-
destructive or harmful to others. Their bravery is not virtuous; it's merely a lack of proper caution
coupled with an overestimation of their own abilities.

Blind Confidence and Underestimation of Danger
The rash individual possesses a confidence that is untethered from reality. They tend to
underestimate the severity of the dangers they face, often believing themselves to be invulnerable or
capable of overcoming any obstacle with sheer force of will. This blind confidence stems from a lack
of careful deliberation and an inability to objectively assess the situation. They are more likely to be
swayed by impulse than by rational analysis.

This characteristic often leads them into situations that are far beyond their capabilities, resulting in
negative outcomes. Their overconfidence can be as detrimental as the coward's excessive fear,
leading to preventable tragedies. The absence of a healthy respect for danger, guided by reason, is a
hallmark of this vice.

Impulsive Actions and Unnecessary Risks
The rash person is prone to impulsive actions. They act without sufficient planning or consideration
of the potential repercussions. This can lead them to take unnecessary risks, putting themselves and
others in harm's way. Their eagerness to confront danger often overrides their ability to make sound
judgments about whether or not such a confrontation is warranted or wise. They are quick to act,
but slow to think.

This lack of foresight is what distinguishes rashness from true courage. While both might involve
facing danger, courage does so with a reasoned purpose and a clear understanding of the stakes,
whereas rashness is often driven by impulse and a disregard for prudence. The outcome of rash



actions is frequently negative, leading to unnecessary suffering and loss.

The Characteristics of the Truly Courageous Person

The truly courageous person, according to Aristotle, possesses a balanced and rational disposition.
They are not motivated by fear of punishment or desire for external rewards. Instead, their actions
are driven by a love for what is noble and a commitment to moral excellence. They understand the
nature of fear and danger but are not enslaved by it. They exhibit a steady resolve and a clear-
headedness that allows them to act decisively and effectively in challenging circumstances.

This inner strength and moral clarity are cultivated through practice and habituation. The
courageous person has learned to regulate their emotions, particularly fear and confidence, in
accordance with reason. They are able to discern when to stand firm and when to withdraw, when to
speak out and when to remain silent, always guided by what is right and noble.

Rationality and Moral Purpose
A key characteristic of courage is its grounding in rationality and a noble purpose. The courageous
individual does not act on impulse or out of a desire for fame. Their actions are deliberate and
undertaken for the sake of a morally good end, such as protecting the innocent, upholding justice, or
defending what is right. This moral compass ensures that their bravery is not reckless but
purposeful and aligned with virtue.

This focus on purpose distinguishes true courage from mere bravado. The courageous person
understands why they are acting and what they hope to achieve, and this understanding informs
their decisions and sustains their resolve. They are driven by internal values rather than external
pressures or fleeting emotions.

Emotional Resilience and Self-Control
The courageous person demonstrates significant emotional resilience and self-control. They can
experience fear and pain but do not allow these emotions to overwhelm their judgment or dictate
their actions. They have cultivated the capacity to manage their feelings, keeping them in check
when necessary and allowing them to inform their actions without dominating them. This mastery of
emotion is a hallmark of their virtuous character.

This self-mastery allows them to remain steady in the face of adversity, to persevere when others
might falter, and to make difficult decisions even when they are emotionally taxing. It is this inner
strength, cultivated through consistent practice, that allows them to embody courage in its truest
sense.

Habituation and the Development of Courage

Aristotle strongly emphasizes that virtues, including courage, are not innate but are acquired
through habituation. We become courageous by repeatedly performing courageous actions. Through



consistent practice, these actions become ingrained in our character, transforming from deliberate
choices into automatic dispositions. This process of habituation is akin to learning any other skill,
such as playing a musical instrument or mastering a sport.

The more we engage in courageous acts, the more natural and less effortful they become. Initially, it
might require conscious effort to overcome fear and act bravely. However, with repeated exposure
and successful execution, this disposition becomes a part of our character. This is why parents and
educators often encourage children to face their fears gradually, allowing them to build confidence
and develop the habit of bravery.

Practice Makes Perfect
The Aristotelian perspective on virtue acquisition highlights the crucial role of practice. Just as a
musician becomes proficient through hours of practice, so too does an individual develop courage by
repeatedly engaging in actions that require it. This doesn't mean seeking out danger unnecessarily,
but rather embracing opportunities to act bravely when they arise, even in small ways.

Each instance of choosing the courageous path, however minor, reinforces the neural pathways
associated with that virtue. Over time, these repeated actions shape our character, making virtuous
behavior more automatic and less dependent on constant conscious deliberation. The more we act
bravely, the more we are brave.

The Importance of Role Models and Environment
While habituation is individual, the environment and the examples we are exposed to play a
significant role in shaping our character. Being around courageous individuals and living in a
community that values and rewards bravery can significantly influence one's own development of
this virtue. Conversely, an environment that fosters fear or discourages moral action can hinder the
cultivation of courage.

Exposure to virtuous role models provides concrete examples of how courage is manifested in real-
life situations. Observing how others navigate fear and act with integrity can inspire and guide our
own efforts. Furthermore, a supportive social structure that encourages moral development can
create the necessary conditions for individuals to practice and strengthen their virtuous dispositions.

The Role of Reason in Cultivating Courage

Reason, or logos, is the guiding principle in Aristotle's ethics, and it is indispensable in the
cultivation of courage. It is reason that helps us to discern the mean, to understand what is truly
fearful and what is not, and to determine the appropriate course of action in any given situation.
Without reason, courage can easily devolve into rashness or be undermined by excessive fear.

Practical wisdom (phronesis) is the specific form of reason that is crucial for ethical development. It
allows us to deliberate about what is good and bad for us, to understand the consequences of our
actions, and to make sound judgments in complex situations. This intellectual virtue works in
tandem with the moral virtue of courage, ensuring that our bravery is always directed towards the
right ends and executed in the right way.



Phronesis: Practical Wisdom as a Guide
Phronesis, often translated as practical wisdom, is the intellectual virtue that enables us to make
good judgments about how to live a flourishing life. It is this faculty that allows us to identify the
mean in any given situation and to act accordingly. A person with phronesis can accurately assess
the risks and benefits of a particular action, understand the nuances of social interactions, and
determine the most virtuous course of conduct.

In the context of courage, phronesis helps us to distinguish between genuine threats that require
bravery and imagined dangers that are best ignored. It allows us to calibrate our response, ensuring
that we are neither too timid nor too reckless. This practical wisdom is developed through
experience and reflection, becoming a reliable guide for ethical decision-making.

Reason as the Moderator of Emotions
Reason acts as the moderator of our emotions, including fear and confidence. While emotions are a
natural part of the human experience, it is reason that helps us to regulate them and prevent them
from leading us astray. The courageous person uses their reason to analyze their feelings, to
understand their origins, and to decide whether or not they should guide their actions. This rational
control over emotions is what enables them to act with deliberate purpose rather than being driven
by blind passion.

This interplay between reason and emotion is fundamental to Aristotelian ethics. It's not about
suppressing emotions, but about understanding and channeling them appropriately. Reason provides
the framework for evaluating our feelings and ensuring that our actions are guided by ethical
principles rather than fleeting emotional states.

Societal Implications of Aristotelian Courage

The concept of Aristotelian courage has profound implications for the health and functioning of
society. A society composed of individuals who embody this virtue is more likely to be just, stable,
and prosperous. When citizens are willing to face challenges, speak truth to power, and stand up for
what is right, even in the face of opposition, the collective well-being is enhanced.

Conversely, a society where cowardice is prevalent can be characterized by corruption, injustice,
and a general apathy towards civic responsibility. The absence of courage can allow negative forces
to gain a foothold, leading to a decline in ethical standards and the erosion of social trust. Therefore,
fostering courage in individuals is not just a personal endeavor but a societal imperative.

A Just and Stable Society
When individuals possess and practice courage, society benefits from a stronger sense of justice and
greater stability. Citizens are more likely to engage in civic duties, to hold those in power
accountable, and to resist oppression. The willingness to confront difficult issues and to stand up for
one's principles creates a more robust and resilient social fabric. It fosters an environment where
truth and fairness are valued and protected.

This collective courage contributes to a more equitable distribution of resources and opportunities,



as individuals are less likely to be intimidated into silence or complicity when faced with injustice.
The pursuit of the common good becomes a more achievable goal when citizens are willing to take
reasoned risks for the benefit of all.

The Role of Courage in Civic Duty
Aristotelian courage is intrinsically linked to civic duty. It inspires individuals to participate actively
in their communities, to contribute to public discourse, and to defend the values they hold dear. This
can range from voting and engaging in local governance to participating in protests or standing as a
witness for justice. The courageous citizen understands that their actions have consequences beyond
their personal lives and that contributing to the well-being of the polis is a significant responsibility.

By embracing courage, citizens empower themselves and their communities. They become active
agents of change rather than passive observers, contributing to a more dynamic and responsive
society. The development of such citizens is crucial for the long-term health and vitality of any
political community.

Modern Relevance of Aristotle's Courage

While Aristotle's philosophy was developed in ancient Greece, his articulation of courage remains
remarkably relevant in the 21st century. In a world grappling with complex ethical dilemmas, rapid
technological advancements, and a constant barrage of information, the need for reasoned, virtuous
action is perhaps greater than ever. The Aristotelian framework provides a valuable lens through
which to understand and cultivate the kind of courage needed to navigate these modern challenges.

The principles of finding the mean, guided by reason, and developing virtue through habituation
offer a timeless path towards personal growth and ethical living. They remind us that true courage is
not about recklessness or fearlessness, but about a cultivated disposition to act rightly and nobly,
even when it is difficult. This wisdom can guide us in our personal lives, our professional endeavors,
and our roles as citizens in a complex global society.

Navigating Complex Ethical Landscapes
Today's world presents a myriad of ethical challenges, from issues of environmental sustainability
and social justice to the complexities of artificial intelligence and global conflict. Aristotle's concept
of courage, as a mean guided by reason, offers a crucial tool for navigating these intricate
landscapes. It encourages us to move beyond simplistic, polarized responses and to seek a balanced,
thoughtful approach.

By understanding courage as a virtue that avoids extremes, we are better equipped to engage in
nuanced discussions, to make difficult decisions with integrity, and to contribute to solutions that
are both effective and ethically sound. The emphasis on finding the "mean relative to us" encourages
self-awareness and context-specific ethical reasoning, which are vital in our interconnected world.



Personal Growth and Character Development
Beyond societal benefits, Aristotle's teachings on courage offer a profound roadmap for personal
growth and character development. The emphasis on habituation and the role of practical wisdom
empowers individuals to take active control of their own moral formation. It provides a practical,
actionable approach to becoming a better person, one consistent choice at a time.

In a world that often emphasizes outward success, Aristotle's focus on cultivating inner virtue
remains a powerful reminder of what truly constitutes a good life. The pursuit of courage, as a
balanced and reasoned disposition, contributes not only to our own well-being but also to the ethical
fabric of the communities we inhabit. It is a lifelong journey of learning, practicing, and striving for
excellence in our character.

FAQ

Q: How does Aristotle define courage in relation to the mean?
A: Aristotle defines courage as the mean state between the vices of cowardice (deficiency) and
rashness (excess). It is the disposition to face fearful things and endure them for the sake of what is
noble and right, without being overwhelmed by fear or acting recklessly.

Q: What are the two vices that courage avoids according to
Aristotle?
A: Courage, as the virtue of the mean, avoids cowardice (the deficiency of fear and confidence) and
rashness (the excess of confidence and deficiency of fear).

Q: Is courage about not feeling fear for Aristotle?
A: No, for Aristotle, courage is not about the absence of fear. The courageous person feels fear, but
they manage it appropriately with reason, acting bravely when the situation demands it, even in the
presence of fear.

Q: How does practical wisdom (phronesis) relate to
Aristotelian courage?
A: Practical wisdom (phronesis) is essential for courage because it enables individuals to discern the
mean, to accurately assess risks and dangers, and to determine the appropriate course of action in
any given situation. Reason guides the virtuous application of courage.

Q: Can courage be learned or is it an innate trait according to



Aristotle?
A: Aristotle strongly believed that virtues, including courage, are not innate but are acquired
through habituation. This means we become courageous by repeatedly performing courageous
actions, thereby developing the disposition.

Q: What is the role of habituation in developing courage
according to Aristotle?
A: Habituation is crucial because it transforms deliberate courageous actions into ingrained
character traits. Through consistent practice, acting bravely becomes more natural and less reliant
on constant conscious effort.

Q: How does the modern world benefit from Aristotle's
understanding of courage?
A: Aristotle's understanding of courage provides a framework for navigating complex ethical
dilemmas, fostering personal growth, and building a more just society. Its emphasis on reasoned
action and balance remains highly relevant.

Q: What is the "mean relative to us" in the context of courage?
A: The "mean relative to us" means that the appropriate response of courage is not a fixed, universal
point, but is relative to the individual's capabilities, circumstances, and the specific situation at
hand. It requires personal judgment and discernment.
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