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Courage and the Virtuous Mean Aristotle: Finding Bravery Through Balance

courage and the virtuous mean aristotle offer a profound framework for understanding not just
bravery, but the very nature of ethical conduct and personal development. This philosophical inquiry
delves into how true courage isn't simply the absence of fear, nor is it recklessness; instead, it
resides in a carefully calibrated middle ground. Aristotle, in his seminal work "Nicomachean Ethics,"
positions courage as a virtue, a disposition of character developed through habit and reasoned
choice, a balance struck between two extremes. Understanding this concept involves exploring its
definition, its relation to fear and confidence, its potential pitfalls (deficiency and excess), and its
practical application in life. We will unpack how this ancient wisdom remains remarkably relevant
for navigating the challenges of modern existence.
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What is Courage According to Aristotle?

Aristotle defines courage not as an innate trait, but as a virtue, a character excellence that is learned
and practiced. It is the disposition to face danger and pain appropriately, for the sake of the noble
and the good. For Aristotle, virtues are not simply neutral qualities; they are positive states of being
that enable us to function well as human beings. Courage, in this context, is what allows us to
confront threats and endure hardship without succumbing to paralyzing fear or acting foolishly out
of overconfidence. It is the golden mean between the vices of cowardice and rashness, a delicate
balance that requires judgment and understanding.

He argues that the courageous person is the one who fears the right things, in the right way, at the
right time, and for the right reasons. This nuanced understanding moves beyond a simple depiction
of bravery as a lack of fear. Instead, it emphasizes the cognitive and emotional control necessary to
act rightly in the face of adversity. It’s about knowing what is truly worth fearing and what isn't, and
then acting in accordance with that knowledge. This intellectual component is crucial to Aristotle’s
conception of virtue, as it involves practical wisdom, or phronesis.

The Extremes of Courage: Deficiency and Excess

The core of Aristotle's doctrine of the virtuous mean lies in identifying the two vices that flank the
virtue itself. For courage, the vice of deficiency is cowardice. The coward is someone who is



overcome by fear, who avoids danger when it is necessary to face it, and who underestimates the
possibility of overcoming challenges. This is not simply someone who feels fear; it is someone whose
fear dictates their actions to such an extent that they fail to do what is noble or right. They shrink
from what is truly threatening, often for trivial reasons, and magnify the risks involved.

On the other side of the spectrum lies the vice of excess: rashness or recklessness. The rash person,
conversely, is one who does not fear enough, or who is overly confident in their abilities or the
circumstances. They rush into danger without proper consideration, often mistaking their boldness
for bravery. This excess can lead to unnecessary harm and failure, as it lacks the reasoned
assessment that true courage requires. The rash individual might, for example, engage in a risky
endeavor with little preparation or underestimation of the opposing forces, believing their own
boldness will suffice.

Cowardice: The Fearful Deficit

Cowardice, as a deficiency in courage, manifests as an inability to confront threats appropriately.
Individuals exhibiting cowardice often experience an exaggerated sense of fear, leading them to
retreat from situations where bravery is called for. This could be anything from avoiding a difficult
conversation that is necessary for personal growth to fleeing from a battlefield when duty demands
otherwise. The fear of pain, shame, or death can become so overwhelming that it paralyzes the will,
preventing action that is both morally commendable and ultimately beneficial.

Aristotle would argue that a coward misjudges the nature and extent of fear. They fear things that
are not truly fearful, or they fear things that are fearful in an excessive way. This distorted
perception means that their actions are not guided by reason, but by an overwhelming emotional
response. This makes them incapable of enduring hardship for a noble cause, as their primary
motivation becomes the avoidance of discomfort or danger, regardless of the ethical implications.

Rashness: The Bold Extremity

Rashness, the excess of courage, presents a different, yet equally problematic, face of impaired
bravery. It is characterized by an underestimation of danger and an overestimation of one's own
capabilities or the ease of a situation. The rash individual is quick to act, but their actions are not
grounded in sound judgment or a realistic appraisal of the risks involved. They might charge
headlong into a dangerous scenario without a plan, believing their sheer audacity will carry them
through.

This overconfidence can be particularly dangerous. While it might appear superficially brave, it lacks
the thoughtful consideration and restraint that define true courage. A rash soldier might charge an
enemy position without proper support, a rash entrepreneur might invest all their capital in a highly
speculative venture without due diligence, or a rash student might tackle an impossibly difficult
assignment without adequate preparation. In each case, the lack of measured response, born from
an imbalance in the face of fear and confidence, leads to potential failure and harm.



Fear and Confidence: The Scales of Bravery

Aristotle understood that courage operates on a delicate balance between two key emotional states:
fear and confidence. These are not simply feelings; they are appraisals of potential threats and one's
ability to meet them. The virtuous mean of courage is achieved when one calibrates these two
appropriately in relation to a given situation. It’s about feeling the right amount of fear to be
cautious and prepared, but not so much that it leads to paralysis, and having enough confidence to
act decisively, but not so much that it breeds foolishness.

Consider the soldier on the battlefield. They must feel some fear to recognize the danger and act
with appropriate caution. However, if they are overcome by fear, they become a coward. Conversely,
if they feel no fear at all, they might engage in reckless behavior, believing they are invincible. True
courage lies in acknowledging the fear, assessing the threat realistically, and then acting despite
that fear, driven by a sense of duty or a commitment to a noble cause. The right level of confidence
allows them to engage effectively, but this confidence is tempered by a healthy respect for the
danger.

The Role of Fear in Courageous Action

Fear, contrary to popular belief, is not the enemy of courage. In fact, a complete absence of fear
would likely lead to recklessness, as it would remove the natural warning system that alerts us to
danger. Aristotle recognized that the courageous person does feel fear, but they feel it in the right
circumstances, to the right degree, and for the right reasons. They fear what is truly terrible, such
as dishonor, injustice, or the loss of what is truly valuable. This fear prompts them to take
appropriate precautions and to act with a sober understanding of the stakes.

The key distinction is that fear does not control the courageous person. They do not allow their fear
to dictate their actions in a way that compromises their ethical commitments or their well-being in
the long run. Instead, they harness their fear as a motivator for careful planning and disciplined
action. It's the fear of failing a loved one that might drive someone to work harder, or the fear of
witnessing injustice that compels them to speak out.

The Nuances of Confidence in Facing Danger

Confidence, on the other hand, is the belief in one's ability to succeed or to overcome a challenge.
When balanced with appropriate fear, confidence fuels courageous action. It is the force that allows
individuals to move forward despite uncertainty and potential setbacks. However, unbridled
confidence, devoid of the moderating influence of fear and a realistic assessment of the situation,
leads to rashness. The courageous person possesses a healthy, reasoned confidence, not an arrogant
presumption of success.

This confidence is built upon a foundation of experience, preparation, and a clear understanding of
one's own strengths and limitations. It allows them to take calculated risks, to persevere when
things become difficult, and to maintain composure under pressure. It's the confidence that arises
from knowing you have prepared diligently for a task, or that you possess the skills necessary to
navigate a tricky situation, rather than a baseless feeling of invincibility.



The Practical Application of Aristotelian Courage

The principles of Aristotelian courage are not confined to the battlefield or dramatic acts of heroism.
They are deeply practical, offering guidance for everyday life. Consider a professional facing a
difficult decision at work. They might fear the consequences of speaking truth to power, but the
virtue of courage, informed by the mean, would compel them to do so if it is the right thing to do.
This requires a balanced assessment of the risks and a commitment to ethical principles.

Similarly, in personal relationships, courage is needed to be vulnerable, to express difficult
emotions, or to set healthy boundaries. The fear of rejection or conflict might lead to avoidance,
while an overzealous approach could result in alienating others. The virtuous mean suggests a
measured approach, where one expresses themselves honestly and assertively, while still
maintaining respect and consideration for the other person's feelings. It’s about finding that sweet
spot between passive silence and aggressive confrontation.

Everyday Acts of Bravery

What do everyday acts of bravery look like through the lens of Aristotle's virtuous mean? They are
often quiet but significant. It's the courage to admit you were wrong, to apologize sincerely, and to
learn from your mistakes. It’s the courage to stand up for someone who is being mistreated, even
when you are outnumbered or unpopular. It’s the courage to pursue a passion that seems daunting,
to start a new venture, or to change careers when you feel unfulfilled, balancing the fear of the
unknown with the desire for a more meaningful life.

These acts require a similar calibration of fear and confidence. There’s a fear of failure, a fear of
judgment, a fear of the unknown. But there's also a confidence in one's own judgment, a belief in the
value of the pursuit, and a conviction that doing the right thing is ultimately rewarding. These aren't
grand gestures, but consistent, principled actions that shape our character and our lives.

Navigating Difficult Conversations

Difficult conversations are a fertile ground for practicing Aristotelian courage. The fear of conflict, of
hurting someone's feelings, or of being rejected can lead us to avoid these essential interactions.
Conversely, a rash approach might involve being blunt, insensitive, and accusatory. The virtuous
mean of courage in these situations involves speaking truthfully and directly, but with empathy and
respect. It means choosing one's words carefully, considering the timing and the setting, and being
prepared to listen and understand the other person's perspective.

This requires emotional intelligence and a deep understanding of what is truly important:
maintaining healthy relationships, resolving issues constructively, and upholding principles of
fairness. The courageous individual will feel the apprehension, but they will also recognize the
necessity of the conversation and act with a measured determination to achieve a positive outcome,
rather than succumbing to avoidance or aggressive outburst.



Courage and the Greater Good

Aristotle consistently links virtue with the concept of the good life, or eudaimonia, which is often
translated as flourishing or living well. Courage, as a virtue, contributes not only to individual well-
being but also to the well-being of the community. The courageous person is willing to face danger
and hardship for the sake of noble ends, which often benefit society as a whole. This could involve
defending one's city, upholding justice, or sacrificing personal comfort for the advancement of a
collective good.

When individuals act courageously for the greater good, they inspire others and contribute to a more
just and ethical society. Their actions demonstrate that it is possible to overcome fear and self-
interest for the sake of something larger than oneself. This societal dimension of courage
underscores its importance beyond individual character development; it is a cornerstone of a
thriving and ethical civilization.

Cultivating Courage: The Role of Habit and Reason

As a virtue, courage, like all virtues for Aristotle, is cultivated through habit and reason. We do not
become courageous by simply wishing it so; we become courageous by repeatedly acting
courageously. Each time we face a fear and act appropriately, we strengthen that disposition within
ourselves. This is similar to how a musician becomes proficient through consistent practice, or an
athlete develops skill through rigorous training. The more we engage in courageous acts, the more
natural and instinctive they become.

Crucially, this habituation is guided by reason and practical wisdom (phronesis). We must
consciously reflect on our actions, learn from our successes and failures, and adjust our behavior
accordingly. This involves discerning the mean in different situations, understanding what
constitutes appropriate fear and confidence, and recognizing what truly constitutes a noble end.
Reason helps us to identify the right course of action and to avoid the pitfalls of excess and
deficiency.

The Importance of Practice and Repetition

The Aristotelian approach emphasizes that virtues are developed through practice. If you want to be
a courageous person, you need to seek out opportunities to act courageously, even in small ways.
This might mean speaking up in a meeting when you feel hesitant, volunteering for a task you find
challenging, or confronting a personal fear. Each instance of acting in accordance with the virtuous
mean reinforces that behavior and makes it easier to repeat in the future. It's like building a muscle;
consistent effort leads to strength and endurance.

This process isn't always comfortable. There will be times when we fall short, acting too timidly or
too boldly. However, Aristotle would say that these are learning opportunities. Through reflection
and reasoned adjustment, we can refine our understanding of the mean and improve our capacity for
virtuous action. The goal is not perfection, but continuous improvement and the development of a
reliable character.



Reason and the Discernment of the Mean

Reason plays an indispensable role in discerning and applying the virtuous mean. It is through our
rational faculty that we can analyze situations, weigh competing considerations, and make
judgments about the appropriate course of action. Simply feeling brave isn't enough; one must know
what bravery entails in a given context. This requires intellectual virtue, particularly practical
wisdom, which enables us to understand what is good and how to achieve it.

Reason helps us to identify the extremes of cowardice and rashness and to steer a course between
them. It allows us to question our initial emotional responses and to consider the long-term
consequences of our actions. By engaging our intellect, we can move beyond instinctual reactions
and cultivate a more deliberate and ethical form of courage, one that is truly aligned with living a
good life.

The Enduring Relevance of Aristotle's Virtuous Mean
for Courage

In a world that often seems to celebrate extremes - either overt aggression or passive surrender,
either unwavering certainty or debilitating doubt - Aristotle's concept of the virtuous mean remains
a vital guide. It offers a sophisticated understanding of courage that is both realistic and
aspirational. By recognizing that true bravery lies in balance, we can cultivate this essential virtue in
ourselves and encourage it in others. The wisdom of Aristotle, rooted in careful observation of
human nature, provides a timeless blueprint for navigating challenges with integrity and strength.

Understanding courage through the lens of the virtuous mean empowers us to be more thoughtful,
more resilient, and ultimately, more virtuous individuals. It reminds us that ethical development is
an ongoing journey, one that requires continuous effort, reflection, and a commitment to finding that
difficult, yet profoundly rewarding, middle ground.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between courage and
recklessness in Aristotelian philosophy?

A: In Aristotelian philosophy, courage is the virtuous mean, characterized by facing danger
appropriately for the sake of the noble. Recklessness, on the other hand, is the vice of excess, where
individuals face danger without sufficient fear or regard for consequences, often due to
overconfidence. Courage involves a reasoned assessment of risk, while recklessness is an impulsive
disregard for it.

Q: Can someone be born courageous according to Aristotle's



ethics?

A: No, according to Aristotle, courage is not an innate trait but a virtue that is cultivated through
habit and practice. While individuals may have natural dispositions, true courage is developed by
consistently acting in courageous ways, guided by reason, until it becomes a character excellence.

Q: How does fear relate to the virtue of courage in Aristotle's
view?

A: Fear is an essential component of courage, not its opposite. Aristotle believed that a courageous
person does feel fear, but they feel it in the right way, at the right time, and for the right reasons.
Fear, when properly understood and managed, alerts us to danger and motivates us to act with
caution and preparedness, rather than leading to paralysis or avoidance.

Q: What are the two vices that surround the virtue of courage,
according to Aristotle?

A: The two vices that surround the virtue of courage are deficiency and excess. The deficiency is
cowardice, characterized by excessive fear and avoidance of danger. The excess is rashness or
recklessness, characterized by insufficient fear and an overestimation of one's capabilities or the
ease of a situation.

Q: How does Aristotle suggest that individuals can cultivate
courage?

A: Aristotle suggests that courage is cultivated through habit and reason. By repeatedly engaging in
courageous actions, even in small ways, and by using practical reason to discern the virtuous mean
in different situations, individuals can develop courage as a stable character trait.

Q: Is Aristotelian courage only applicable to physical dangers
like warfare?

A: No, Aristotelian courage is applicable to a wide range of situations beyond physical danger. It
includes moral courage, such as speaking truth to power, admitting wrongdoing, or standing up for
one's beliefs, as well as the courage to face personal challenges, pursue difficult goals, and navigate
complex social interactions.

Q: What is the ultimate aim of cultivating virtues like courage,
according to Aristotle?

A: According to Aristotle, the ultimate aim of cultivating virtues like courage is to achieve
eudaimonia, which is often translated as human flourishing or living a good life. Virtues enable
individuals to function well, to act ethically, and to live a life of purpose and fulfillment.



Q: How does the concept of the "virtuous mean" help in
understanding courage?

A: The concept of the "virtuous mean" is central to understanding Aristotelian courage because it
defines courage not as an absolute absence of fear or a total embrace of risk, but as a balance
between the extremes of cowardice (deficiency) and rashness (excess). It emphasizes finding the
appropriate response in any given situation.
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