courage as a habit aristotle

The Aristotelian Path to Enduring Bravery: Cultivating Courage as a Habit

courage as a habit aristotle offers a profound and enduring perspective on what it means to be
brave, moving beyond fleeting moments of valor to establish it as a fundamental aspect of character.
Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher, viewed courage not as an innate trait, but as a virtue
developed through consistent practice and deliberate choice. This article delves into his nuanced
understanding, exploring how we can actively cultivate this essential quality in our own lives. We
will examine the core principles of Aristotelian ethics, the concept of the golden mean in relation to
courage, and the practical steps one can take to embed bravery into their daily existence, ultimately
transforming it from an occasional act into a reliable habit. Understanding Aristotle’s framework
provides a powerful roadmap for personal growth and resilience in the face of life's inevitable
challenges.
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Understanding Aristotle's Virtue Ethics

Aristotle's philosophy, particularly his work in "Nicomachean Ethics," places immense importance on
the development of character through virtuous action. He didn't believe that individuals were born
either good or bad, but rather that they become so through their choices and repeated behaviors.
For Aristotle, virtue is not simply knowing what is right; it is about doing what is right consistently,
until it becomes second nature. This transformative process is central to his ethical system, aiming
for eudaimonia, often translated as flourishing or living well, which he saw as the ultimate human
good.

The Teleological Nature of Virtue

A key aspect of Aristotle's ethics is its teleological nature, meaning it is goal-oriented. He believed
that everything in nature has a purpose or end (telos). For humans, this telos is to live a rational and
virtuous life. Virtues, therefore, are those qualities that enable us to perform our functions well,
leading us toward this ultimate good. Courage, in this context, is a quality that allows us to face
dangers and challenges appropriately, contributing to a life well-lived.

Character as a Habitual Disposition

Aristotle argued that character is not static but is formed over time through habituation. We become
just by performing just actions, temperate by performing temperate actions, and courageous by
performing courageous actions. This emphasis on habituation is crucial because it suggests that
virtue is achievable for anyone willing to put in the effort. It's about developing a reliable disposition
to act in a certain way, a kind of internal compass that guides our behavior even when faced with
difficult circumstances.



Courage as a Mean Between Extremes

One of Aristotle's most famous contributions to ethical thought is the doctrine of the mean. He
posited that virtue lies in finding a balance, a middle ground, between two vices: one of excess and
one of deficiency. This concept is particularly illuminating when applied to understanding courage.
It’s not about recklessness, nor is it about cowardice, but rather a measured response to fear and
danger.

The Deficiency: Cowardice

Cowardice, according to Aristotle, represents a deficiency in facing fear. A coward is someone who
is excessively fearful, allowing their apprehension to paralyze them and prevent them from acting
when they ought to. They may shrink from necessary challenges, avoid risks that are acceptable, and
generally fail to engage with the world in a bold or assertive manner. This lack of bravery can lead to
missed opportunities and a life lived in the shadow of potential threats.

The Excess: Rashness (or Recklessness)

On the other side of the spectrum is rashness, or recklessness. This vice is characterized by an
excess of confidence or a disregard for danger that is not warranted by the situation. A rash person
may rush into peril without proper consideration, taking unnecessary risks and acting impulsively.
While they might appear brave on the surface, their actions are often ill-conceived and can lead to
negative consequences for themselves and others. It’s a false bravado, not true courage.

The Golden Mean: True Courage

True courage, as the Aristotelian mean, involves facing appropriate fears and dangers with the right
amount of confidence and without being overcome by apprehension. It is about a rational
assessment of risk, a willingness to act when necessary, and the ability to persevere through
difficulty. A courageous person understands fear, acknowledges it, but does not let it dictate their
actions. They act with conviction and purpose, guided by reason and a sense of what is honorable
and right.

The Role of Practice and Habituation

Aristotle was adamant that virtues, including courage, are not simply taught or intellectually
understood; they are acquired through repeated practice. This is where the idea of courage as a
habit truly takes root. We don't become brave overnight; we build bravery brick by brick, action by
action.

Learning by Doing

The process of habituation is akin to learning any other skill. Just as a musician practices scales to
improve their playing, or an athlete trains their muscles to perform better, we must engage in
courageous acts to develop our courage. This might start with small, manageable steps and
gradually progress to more significant challenges. Each instance of overcoming a fear or facing a
difficulty, no matter how minor, strengthens our capacity for bravery.

The Importance of Deliberate Action

It’s not enough to simply stumble into courageous situations. Aristotle emphasized the importance of



deliberate action guided by reason. We must consciously choose to act bravely, even when it’s
difficult. This conscious effort to act virtuously, repeated over time, reshapes our character and
makes courageous responses more automatic. The more we practice, the less effortful it becomes,
and the more it aligns with our natural inclinations.

Developing a Courageous Character

Over time, consistent practice of courageous actions leads to the development of a courageous
character. This means that bravery becomes an ingrained disposition, a part of who we are. When
faced with a challenging situation, a courageous person won't have to consciously decide to be
brave; their habitual response will be to act with courage. This is the ultimate goal of cultivating
courage as a habit.

Identifying and Overcoming Fear

Fear is a natural human emotion, and Aristotle did not suggest its eradication. Instead, he focused
on how we relate to and manage fear. Recognizing what truly constitutes a threat versus what is
merely an apprehension is a vital part of developing Aristotelian courage.

Understanding the Nature of Fear

Fear is often a response to potential harm or danger. However, our perception of danger can be
distorted by past experiences, anxieties, or irrational beliefs. Part of developing courage involves
critically examining our fears. Are they based on realistic threats, or are they exaggerated anxieties?
Aristotle would encourage us to discern between legitimate concerns and unfounded worries.

Facing Fears Gradually

Overcoming fear is rarely a sudden leap. It is often a process of gradual exposure and
desensitization. By taking small, calculated steps towards confronting our fears, we can build
confidence and demonstrate to ourselves that we are capable of handling challenging situations.
This might involve practicing public speaking in small groups before addressing a larger audience,
or starting with manageable financial risks before making larger investments.

The Role of Rational Assessment

Aristotle’s emphasis on reason is paramount here. Courage involves a rational assessment of the
situation. It means weighing the potential risks against the potential rewards or the necessity of the
action. It is not about being fearless, but about acting decisively and effectively despite the presence
of fear, when reason dictates that such action is appropriate.

Courage in Everyday Life

The cultivation of courage is not reserved for moments of dramatic crisis. Aristotle’s philosophy
suggests that bravery is a virtue that should permeate all aspects of our lives, from our personal
relationships to our professional endeavors.

Moral Courage

This is perhaps the most challenging and essential form of courage for daily living. Moral courage
involves standing up for what is right, even when it is unpopular or carries personal risk. This could



mean speaking out against injustice in the workplace, defending a friend who is being mistreated, or
admitting a mistake rather than blaming someone else. It requires a strong inner compass and the
willingness to be vulnerable for the sake of integrity.

Physical Courage

While not the sole focus of Aristotelian courage, physical courage remains relevant. This involves
facing physical danger or discomfort when necessary, whether it's protecting oneself or others,
participating in challenging physical activities, or enduring hardship for a greater cause.

Emotional Courage

This aspect of courage involves being open and vulnerable in our relationships, expressing our true
feelings, and allowing ourselves to be seen by others. It means facing the potential for rejection or
hurt with resilience and authenticity. Emotional courage is the bedrock of deep and meaningful
connections with others.

Courage in Decision-Making

Making important decisions, especially those with uncertain outcomes, requires courage. It involves
stepping outside of our comfort zones, embracing the unknown, and trusting our judgment. Whether
it’s a career change, starting a new venture, or making a significant life choice, courage empowers
us to move forward despite the inherent risks.

The Benefits of Cultivating Aristotelian Courage

Embracing Aristotle’s framework for developing courage as a habit yields profound and lasting
benefits, impacting not just our ability to face adversity but also our overall sense of well-being and
fulfillment.

Increased Resilience

When courage is a habit, we become more resilient in the face of setbacks. We are less likely to be
overwhelmed by challenges, as we have developed the internal fortitude to confront them. This
means bouncing back more quickly from disappointments and adapting to changing circumstances
with greater ease.

Enhanced Personal Growth

Pushing beyond our comfort zones, a hallmark of courage, is essential for personal growth. By
consistently engaging in brave actions, we learn new skills, gain new perspectives, and discover
capabilities we never knew we possessed. This continuous expansion of our abilities and
understanding leads to a richer and more fulfilling life.

Greater Self-Confidence

Each act of courage, big or small, builds our self-confidence. As we prove to ourselves that we can
face our fears and overcome obstacles, our belief in our own capabilities grows. This newfound self-
assurance can spill over into all areas of our lives, empowering us to take on greater challenges and
pursue our goals with renewed vigor.



Improved Decision-Making

A courageous disposition often correlates with better decision-making. By being willing to assess
risks rationally and act decisively when needed, we are less likely to be paralyzed by indecision or
swayed by unfounded fears. This clarity and decisiveness can lead to more effective outcomes and a
greater sense of control over our lives.

A More Meaningful Existence

Ultimately, cultivating courage as a habit leads to a more meaningful existence. It allows us to live in
accordance with our values, to act with integrity, and to contribute more fully to the world around
us. By embracing challenges and living authentically, we move closer to the Aristotelian ideal of
eudaimonia - a life of flourishing and purpose.

FAQ Section

Q: How did Aristotle define courage specifically?

A: Aristotle defined courage as a virtue that lies in the "mean" between the vices of cowardice
(deficiency) and rashness (excess). It's the disposition to face appropriate fears and dangers with the
right amount of confidence and without being overcome by apprehension, guided by reason.

Q: Is courage something you are born with, according to
Aristotle?

A: No, absolutely not. Aristotle strongly believed that courage, like all virtues, is not an innate
characteristic but rather something that is developed through practice and habituation. We become
courageous by repeatedly performing courageous actions.

Q: What are some practical ways to cultivate courage as a
habit, following Aristotelian principles?

A: To cultivate courage as a habit, one should start by identifying manageable fears, then
deliberately and consistently engage in facing them. This involves taking small, rational steps,
learning from each experience, and gradually increasing the challenge. The key is repeated,
intentional action until brave responses become habitual.

Q: Can you give an example of the "mean" in relation to
courage?

A: Certainly. Imagine a soldier facing an enemy. A coward might freeze or flee without reason. A
rash individual might charge headlong into overwhelming odds without a strategy. True courage, the
mean, would involve the soldier assessing the situation, understanding the risks, and fighting
bravely and effectively when necessary, potentially employing strategy rather than blind aggression.



Q: Does Aristotelian courage mean you should never feel fear?

A: Not at all. Aristotle acknowledged that fear is a natural human emotion. Aristotelian courage isn't
about the absence of fear, but about how one responds to fear. It is about feeling fear but acting
rightly and rationally in spite of it, when circumstances demand it.

Q: How does courage as a habit contribute to a person's
overall well-being or eudaimonia?

A: For Aristotle, eudaimonia is a state of flourishing and living well. Cultivating courage as a habit
allows individuals to face life's challenges with resilience, to act with integrity, and to pursue their
goals without being unduly held back by fear. This active, virtuous engagement with life is a
fundamental component of achieving eudaimonia.

Q: Is moral courage as important as physical courage in
Aristotle's view?

A: While Aristotle discussed physical courage, his ethical framework heavily emphasizes moral
virtues. Moral courage—the willingness to stand up for what is right and just, even when difficult—is
crucial for living a virtuous life and is arguably a more consistent application of courage in everyday
interactions and societal duties.
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