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The Ethics of Bravery: A Deep Dive into Courage Aristotle

courage aristotle illuminates a foundational virtue central to the pursuit of
a good life, or eudaimonia. Far from being a simple absence of fear,
Aristotelian courage is a nuanced disposition, a mean between two extremes of
excess and deficiency. Understanding this virtue requires us to delve into
his ethical framework, particularly as presented in the Nicomachean Ethics.
We will explore what constitutes true courage according to the philosopher,
how it differs from rashness and cowardice, and its essential role in
cultivating a well-lived existence. This exploration will uncover the
practical application of courage in daily life and its significance in
developing a virtuous character.
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What Aristotle Meant by Courage

For Aristotle, courage wasn't merely an emotional response; it was a
character trait, a disposition developed through habit and practice. He
defined it as the virtue that deals with the emotion of fear and the
experience of confidence. It's not about being fearless, a state that
Aristotle considered more akin to recklessness or even a lack of proper
appreciation for danger. Instead, true courage involves experiencing fear but
acting rightly in the face of it, guided by reason and a commitment to what
is honorable and good.

This intellectual component is crucial. Courage isn't an instinctive,
unthinking leap into danger. It requires a rational assessment of the
situation, an understanding of what is truly worth facing peril for, and a
deliberate choice to act. It’s about finding the right balance, the golden
mean, in our response to threatening circumstances.

Courage as a Mean: The Extremes of Deficiency



and Excess

Aristotle's ethical system famously centers on the doctrine of the mean, and
courage is a prime example of this principle in action. He identified two
vices that represent the extremes of courage: cowardice (deficiency) and
rashness or recklessness (excess). Cowardice is characterized by an excessive
amount of fear and a deficiency of confidence, leading individuals to shrink
from dangers that they ought to face. They are overcome by their fears and
fail to act virtuously.

On the other hand, rashness is marked by an insufficient amount of fear and
an excessive amount of confidence. The rash individual rushes into dangerous
situations without proper consideration or regard for the consequences, often
acting impulsively and without the guidance of reason. They might appear
brave, but their actions stem from a miscalculation of risk or an ignorance
of true danger, rather than a virtuous disposition.

Cowardice: The Deficiency of Fear

Cowardice, in Aristotle's view, is a failure of character. It's the state of
being overcome by fear to such an extent that one cannot perform their duties
or pursue what is good and noble. A coward perceives danger more vividly and
feels it more intensely than is appropriate, leading them to withdraw or act
shamefully when faced with a threat. This deficiency prevents them from
experiencing the fullness of a virtuous life, as it limits their capacity for
action and engagement with the world.

Rashness: The Excess of Confidence

Rashness, while sometimes mistaken for courage, is equally a vice. The rash
person experiences too little fear, or perhaps misapprehends the nature of
the danger, leading them to act with undue boldness. They may charge into
battle without understanding the strategic situation or underestimate the
severity of a threat. Their actions might be brave in appearance, but they
lack the reasoned judgment and proper emotional calibration that define true
courage. This excess can lead to unnecessary harm and ultimately undermines
the pursuit of the good.

The Object of Courage: Facing Fearful Things

Aristotle clarifies that courage is specifically concerned with facing
certain kinds of things. It's not about facing every perceived threat. The
truly courageous person faces those things that are fearful and worthy of



fear, and they do so in the right way and for the right reasons. These are
typically dangers that threaten life, limb, or other significant aspects of
well-being, but they are also situations where acting bravely is the noble
and right course of action.

Consider the soldier on the battlefield. The dangers of war are undeniable.
Courage here involves facing these dangers not out of recklessness, but
because there is a just cause or a duty to uphold. The courageous soldier
understands the risks but prioritizes the good for which they are fighting,
exhibiting a rational and resolute spirit.

The Motive for Courage: The Noble End

A critical element of Aristotelian courage is its motivation. True courage is
not exercised for personal gain, for the sake of appearing brave, or out of a
desire for revenge. Instead, it is undertaken for the sake of the noble, or
kalon. This concept of the noble encompasses what is beautiful, honorable,
and intrinsically good. The courageous person acts because the action itself
is fitting and morally right, aligned with the highest human excellences.

For example, a firefighter running into a burning building to save a life is
acting courageously. Their motive is not fame or fortune, but the noble act
of preserving human life, which is intrinsically valuable. This focus on the
noble end distinguishes genuine virtue from actions motivated by external
rewards or base desires.

Distinguishing True Courage from Similar
Dispositions

Aristotle was meticulous in distinguishing true courage from other states
that might superficially resemble it. This includes the courage of
experience, the courage of spirit, the courage of ignorance, and the courage
of hope.

Courage of Experience: Those who have experienced many dangers may seem
brave because they have a better grasp of what is truly dangerous and
what is not. However, this is more about familiarity than a virtue.

Courage of Spirit: Some people, driven by passion or a fiery
temperament, may act boldly. This is akin to a feverish excitement
rather than reasoned bravery.

Courage of Ignorance: This is the bravery of those who are unaware of
the true extent of the danger they face. Once they realize the peril,
their bravery often evaporates.



Courage of Hope: Individuals who are confident in their ability to
escape danger, even if it's unlikely, might appear courageous. This is
more about optimism than virtue.

Aristotle emphasizes that true courage arises from a correct estimation of
dangers and a firm commitment to the noble end, independent of these less
virtuous motivations.

The Role of Courage in Character Development

Developing courage is not a passive process; it requires active engagement
and deliberate practice. Like any virtue, it is acquired through habituation.
We become courageous by repeatedly performing courageous acts. This doesn't
mean seeking out danger, but rather facing the necessary challenges and fears
that arise in life with the right disposition.

Through consistent practice, the inclination to act courageously becomes
ingrained in our character. We develop a stable disposition where acting
bravely feels natural, not a strenuous effort. This gradual development is
essential for becoming a person of excellent character, capable of navigating
life's complexities with integrity and resilience.

Practical Manifestations of Aristotelian
Courage

The concept of Aristotelian courage extends beyond the battlefield or extreme
peril. It manifests in various aspects of life where one must confront
discomfort, potential social disapproval, or personal risk for the sake of
what is right. This could involve speaking truth to power, standing up for a
friend, pursuing a difficult but important goal, or making a significant
sacrifice for a greater good.

For instance, a student might feel nervous about presenting a controversial
but well-researched argument in class. True courage here would be to deliver
the presentation with conviction, knowing the potential for disagreement,
because they believe in the merit of their ideas and the importance of
intellectual honesty. Similarly, an entrepreneur facing financial risks to
launch a business that will create jobs demonstrates courage, driven by a
vision and a belief in their endeavor's positive impact.



The Importance of Courage in a Flourishing Life

Ultimately, courage is indispensable for achieving a flourishing life, or
eudaimonia. Without courage, individuals are limited by their fears and
anxieties, unable to pursue their goals, uphold their values, or contribute
fully to society. It's the virtue that enables us to confront obstacles, take
necessary risks, and act in accordance with our highest principles, even when
it's difficult.

Courage empowers us to live authentically and purposefully. It allows us to
step outside our comfort zones, to embrace challenges as opportunities for
growth, and to engage with the world in a meaningful way. By cultivating
courage, we not only strengthen our own character but also enhance our
capacity to live a life that is both virtuous and fulfilling, a life worthy
of admiration and conducive to genuine happiness.

FAQ

Q: How did Aristotle define courage differently from
modern interpretations?
A: Aristotle defined courage not as the absence of fear, but as the virtue of
facing fear appropriately, finding a mean between cowardice (too much fear)
and rashness (too little fear). He emphasized that courage is always directed
towards noble ends and requires rational judgment, whereas modern
interpretations might focus more on the emotional experience of facing
danger.

Q: What are the two vices associated with courage
according to Aristotle?
A: The two vices associated with courage, representing the extremes of
deficiency and excess, are cowardice and rashness (or recklessness),
respectively.

Q: What is the "noble end" or kalon that motivates
true Aristotelian courage?
A: The "noble end" or kalon refers to what is beautiful, honorable, and
intrinsically good. True Aristotelian courage is motivated by the inherent
moral value and rightness of the action, rather than by external rewards,
personal gain, or the desire for fame.



Q: Is courage only relevant in life-or-death
situations according to Aristotle?
A: No, Aristotelian courage is not limited to extreme situations like
warfare. It also applies to everyday life, such as speaking truth to power,
standing up for one's beliefs, or making difficult ethical choices where
there might be social or personal risks involved, but where the action is for
a noble cause.

Q: How does Aristotle suggest one can develop
courage?
A: Aristotle believed that virtues, including courage, are developed through
habituation—that is, by repeatedly performing courageous actions. Through
practice and consistent effort, the disposition to act courageously becomes
ingrained in one's character.

Q: Can people who appear brave be lacking in true
Aristotelian courage?
A: Yes, according to Aristotle, individuals can exhibit behaviors that seem
brave but lack true courage. He identified several such dispositions,
including the courage of ignorance (acting boldly due to a lack of awareness
of the danger) and the courage of spirit (acting out of passion or excitement
rather than reasoned conviction).

Q: Why is courage considered essential for
eudaimonia or flourishing?
A: Courage is essential for eudaimonia because it enables individuals to
confront obstacles, pursue their goals, uphold their values, and engage with
the world meaningfully, even in the face of difficulty or fear. Without
courage, one's capacity to live a full, virtuous, and purposeful life is
severely limited.
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