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Courage and the Practice of Moderation: An
Aristotelian Perspective

courage and the practice of moderation aristotle offer profound insights into the development
of virtue and the pursuit of a flourishing life. For the ancient Greek philosopher, courage wasn't
merely the absence of fear or reckless bravado, but a carefully calibrated disposition, inextricably
linked to the principle of the golden mean. This article will delve into Aristotle's nuanced
understanding of courage, exploring its definition, its relationship to other virtues, and the crucial
role of moderation in its cultivation. We will examine how Aristotle believed that true courage lies in
facing danger appropriately, avoiding both cowardice and rashness. Furthermore, we will discuss
the practical application of these Aristotelian concepts in contemporary life, highlighting how a
balanced approach to risk and fear can lead to greater personal integrity and ethical decision-
making.
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Understanding Aristotelian Courage: Beyond Fear

Aristotle, in his seminal work "Nicomachean Ethics," presents a sophisticated philosophical
framework for understanding human virtue, and courage is a cornerstone of this edifice. For him,
courage is not about an absence of fear. In fact, he argues that to be truly courageous, one must be



capable of feeling fear. The absence of fear, in Aristotle's view, might indicate a lack of sensitivity or
an inability to recognize danger, qualities that are more akin to foolishness or recklessness than
genuine bravery. Instead, courage is the virtue that enables individuals to confront fear and danger
in the right way, at the right time, and for the right reasons.

This means that a courageous person experiences fear, acknowledges it, but does not allow it to
paralyze them or dictate their actions. They understand the potential for harm and loss, but they
possess the inner strength and reasoned judgment to proceed despite these considerations. It's a
state of being where apprehension is present but controlled, allowing for rational decision-making
and appropriate action. This careful balance is precisely where the concept of moderation, or the
golden mean, becomes indispensable in understanding Aristotelian courage.

The Doctrine of the Mean: Moderation as the
Cornerstone of Virtue

Central to Aristotle's ethics is the doctrine of the mean, often referred to as the "golden mean." This
principle posits that virtue lies in a middle ground between two extremes, one of deficiency and one
of excess. For instance, generosity is a virtue that lies between the deficiency of stinginess and the
excess of prodigality. Similarly, temperance is found between insensibility and self-indulgence. This
doctrine is not about finding an arithmetical average, but rather about finding the appropriate
response relative to the situation and the individual.

The mean is determined by reason, and specifically, by phronesis or practical wisdom. It's about
hitting the target that is appropriate for the circumstances. This means that what constitutes the
mean can vary from person to person and from situation to situation. A soldier facing battle will have
a different mean for courage than a civilian navigating a moral dilemma. The key is that the virtuous
act is characterized by its suitability and its ability to avoid the pitfalls of either too little or too much
of a particular disposition or action.

Applying the doctrine of the mean to courage, Aristotle identifies two vices: cowardice, which is the
deficiency in facing fear, and rashness, which is the excess. True courage, therefore, is the mean
between these two opposing vices. It requires a correct apprehension of what is to be feared and
what is not, and acting accordingly. This means that the courageous individual is not simply fearless,
nor are they foolhardy. They are discerning and balanced in their response to threatening situations.

Courage as a Virtue: Its Place in the Aristotelian
Framework

Aristotle classifies courage as an intellectual and moral virtue. It's not an innate trait that one either
possesses or lacks, but rather a disposition that is developed through habituation and practice. Just
as one becomes a skilled musician by practicing scales and playing music, one becomes courageous
by repeatedly acting courageously in appropriate situations. This process involves understanding
what constitutes a courageous act and then choosing to perform it, even when it is difficult or



frightening.

Furthermore, courage is often seen as a prerequisite for other virtues. Without the courage to act on
one's convictions, even the most virtuous intentions can remain unrealized. For example, a just
person needs courage to stand up against injustice, even when it puts them at risk. A temperate
person needs courage to resist immediate gratification for the sake of long-term well-being. In this
way, courage is a vital supporting virtue that enables the consistent practice of other ethical
excellences.

The context in which courage is exercised is also crucial for Aristotle. He primarily discusses
courage in the context of facing death, particularly in warfare. However, the principle extends to any
situation where one must confront fear or danger. This could include speaking truth to power,
pursuing a challenging educational goal, or facing personal adversity. The core remains the same:
acting rightly in the face of potential harm or discomfort, guided by reason and a commitment to
what is good.

The Deficiency and Excess of Courage: Cowardice and
Rashness

As previously mentioned, Aristotle's concept of courage is defined by its avoidance of two vices:
cowardice and rashness. Understanding these extremes helps illuminate the nature of the virtue
itself. Cowardice is characterized by an excessive amount of fear or an insufficient belief in one's
own capabilities. A coward is someone who is overcome by fear, leading them to avoid danger even
when it is necessary to face it. They might flee from a battlefield, refuse to speak out against
wrongdoing, or succumb to intimidation.

On the other side of the spectrum lies rashness. A rash person, conversely, exhibits too little fear or
an overestimation of their own strength and the situation's manageability. They rush into danger
without proper consideration, often acting impulsively and without a reasoned assessment of the
risks. While seemingly brave, their actions are not guided by virtue but by an imprudent disregard
for potential harm, making them dangerous to themselves and others. This often stems from a
misapprehension of what is truly fearful or what is truly noble.

The courageous individual navigates the space between these two pitfalls. They understand that
some things are indeed fearful, and they respect those fears. However, they do not let these fears
dictate their behavior when it is noble or necessary to act. They also do not underestimate the risks
involved, but they possess the reasoned confidence and moral fortitude to face them. This balanced
approach, rooted in moderation, is what elevates their actions from mere recklessness or timidity to
genuine virtue.

Practical Application: Cultivating Courage Through



Moderation

The Aristotelian framework offers practical guidance for developing courage in our own lives.
Cultivating courage isn't about trying to be fearless; it's about learning to manage fear effectively.
This begins with self-awareness. We need to understand our own tendencies toward cowardice or
rashness. Do we tend to shy away from challenges due to fear, or do we often leap before we look?

Once we identify our inclinations, we can begin to practice moderation. If we tend towards
cowardice, we can start by taking small, calculated risks. This might involve speaking up in a
meeting, trying a new hobby, or engaging in a difficult conversation. Each successful step builds
confidence and reinforces the neural pathways associated with brave behavior. We are essentially
retraining our emotional and behavioral responses.

Conversely, if we are prone to rashness, we need to develop the habit of pausing, reflecting, and
assessing before acting. This involves cultivating practical wisdom, asking ourselves: "Is this the
right course of action? What are the potential consequences? Am I acting for the right reasons?"
This deliberate practice of thoughtful consideration helps us to avoid impulsive and ill-considered
actions. By consistently striving for the mean, we gradually build a more robust and virtuous
character, enabling us to face life's inevitable challenges with both bravery and good sense.

The practice of moderation in courage also extends to understanding what is truly worth fearing.
Not all things that cause fear are inherently bad. For example, it is not cowardly to fear physical
pain or the loss of reputation if one has acted wrongly. True courage involves facing what is truly
fearful when it is necessary for the sake of something nobler, such as justice, honor, or the well-
being of others. This nuanced understanding of fear and its appropriate response is key to
Aristotelian virtue.

The Interplay of Courage and Other Virtues

Aristotle's ethical system is not a collection of isolated virtues but a coherent whole. Courage does
not exist in a vacuum; it is deeply intertwined with other virtues, particularly justice, temperance,
and wisdom. For instance, justice requires the courage to uphold what is right, even in the face of
opposition or personal risk. A person who is just but lacks courage might know what is right but be
too afraid to act upon it, rendering their justice incomplete.

Similarly, temperance, the virtue of moderation in bodily pleasures, often requires courage to resist
immediate gratification. It takes courage to say no to tempting but ultimately harmful indulgences.
The courageous person can endure temporary discomfort or forgo immediate pleasure for the sake
of long-term well-being and virtue. This demonstrates how the fortitude associated with courage
underpins the discipline necessary for temperance.

Wisdom, particularly practical wisdom (phronesis), is also essential for courage. As we've discussed,
it is wisdom that guides the courageous person in discerning the appropriate mean—knowing when
to act, how to act, and what is truly worth fearing or striving for. Without practical wisdom, courage
can easily devolve into recklessness. The wise person uses their understanding of the good and the



right to inform their courageous actions, ensuring that their bravery is directed towards virtuous
ends.

This interconnectedness highlights that developing one virtue often facilitates the development of
others. By striving to be courageous, one might find themselves more capable of acting justly,
practicing temperance, and exercising wisdom. This holistic approach to character development is a
hallmark of Aristotelian ethics, emphasizing that a flourishing life is built upon a foundation of well-
developed, interconnected virtues.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Aristotelian
Wisdom

The Aristotelian concepts of courage and moderation offer a timeless blueprint for cultivating
personal strength and ethical integrity. By moving beyond simplistic notions of bravery and
embracing the nuanced understanding of courage as the mean between cowardice and rashness, we
gain a powerful tool for navigating the complexities of life. The doctrine of the mean, when applied
to courage, reminds us that true bravery lies not in the absence of fear, but in our reasoned and
appropriate response to it.

The continuous practice of striving for this balance, guided by practical wisdom, allows us to develop
a character that is both resilient and virtuous. It's about making conscious choices, honing our
judgment, and consistently acting in accordance with what is good and noble, even when it is
difficult. The interplay of courage with other virtues further underscores its importance as a
foundational element for a flourishing life. In a world that often glorifies sensational acts of bravery
or dismisses fear entirely, Aristotle’s emphasis on thoughtful, moderated courage remains
profoundly relevant, offering a path toward genuine personal growth and ethical excellence.

FAQ

Q: How does Aristotle define courage, and how does it differ
from our modern understanding of bravery?

A: Aristotle defines courage not as the absence of fear, but as the virtue of facing fear and danger
appropriately, standing between the extremes of cowardice and rashness. Our modern
understanding often equates bravery with fearlessness, or sometimes with recklessness, whereas
Aristotle stresses the importance of reasoned judgment and the 'golden mean' in responding to
threats.

Q: What is the "golden mean" in Aristotelian ethics, and how
does it apply to courage?

A: The "golden mean" is Aristotle's doctrine that virtue lies in a middle ground between two vices:
one of excess and one of deficiency. For courage, the mean is the appropriate response to fear and



danger, avoiding the deficiency of cowardice (too much fear or avoidance) and the excess of
rashness (too little fear or imprudent action).

Q: Can someone be born courageous, or is it a cultivated
virtue according to Aristotle?

A: According to Aristotle, courage is a cultivated virtue, developed through habituation and practice.
While individuals might have natural dispositions, true courage is achieved by repeatedly acting in
courageous ways, making it a learned and strengthened character trait rather than an innate one.

Q: What are the two vices that Aristotle identifies in relation
to courage, and how do they manifest?

A: The two vices are cowardice and rashness. Cowardice is the deficiency where one is overcome by
fear and avoids danger even when it is necessary to face it. Rashness is the excess where one
displays too little fear or an overestimation of their capabilities, leading to impulsive and imprudent
actions in the face of danger.

Q: How does the virtue of practical wisdom (phronesis) relate
to courage in Aristotle's philosophy?

A: Practical wisdom is crucial for courage because it is the faculty that helps one discern the
appropriate mean—knowing when to act, how to act, and what is truly worth fearing or striving for.
Without practical wisdom, courage can easily become mere recklessness.

Q: Is courage only relevant in situations of physical danger,
like warfare, according to Aristotle?

A: While Aristotle often uses warfare as a prime example, the principle of courage extends to any
situation where one must confront fear or potential harm. This can include moral dilemmas, social
pressures, or personal adversity, where acting rightly requires overcoming apprehension.

Q: How does Aristotle's concept of moderation in courage
encourage self-improvement?

A: By focusing on moderation, Aristotle encourages self-improvement through the gradual
development of balanced responses to fear and risk. It involves self-awareness of one's tendencies
(toward cowardice or rashness) and then deliberately practicing the middle ground through
repeated, reasoned actions, building confidence and ethical character.

Q: Why is courage considered a vital virtue that supports other



ethical excellences in Aristotle's view?

A: Courage is considered vital because it enables individuals to act on their other virtues. For
example, it takes courage for a just person to stand up against injustice, or for a temperate person to
resist immediate gratification. Courage provides the fortitude needed to consistently practice other
ethical principles.
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