courage in aristotle's ethics

Exploring the Nuances of Courage in Aristotle's Ethics

courage in aristotle's ethics is a cornerstone virtue, meticulously examined in his seminal work,
the Nicomachean Ethics. Far from being a mere absence of fear, Aristotle presents courage as a
complex disposition, a mean between two extremes of deficiency and excess, crucial for living a
flourishing life, or eudaimonia. This article will delve deeply into Aristotle's sophisticated
understanding of courage, dissecting its philosophical underpinnings, its relationship to other
virtues, and its practical application in navigating the challenges of human existence. We will
explore the fearful and the rash, the nature of the courageous act, and how this vital virtue
contributes to the cultivation of a good character.
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Understanding Aristotle's Virtue Ethics

Before we can fully appreciate Aristotle's perspective on courage, it's essential to grasp the broader
framework of his virtue ethics. Aristotle, a towering figure in ancient Greek philosophy, believed that
the ultimate aim of human life is eudaimonia, often translated as flourishing or living well. This isn't
simply about fleeting happiness or pleasure, but a state of being achieved through the cultivation of
virtuous character. For Aristotle, virtues are not innate talents but developed dispositions—habits of
action and feeling that enable us to perform our functions well. He famously argued that virtues are
typically found in a mean between two vices, one of excess and one of deficiency. This doctrine of
the mean is central to his ethical system and provides the lens through which he analyzes each
individual virtue, including courage.

In essence, virtue ethics is about becoming a good person, not just doing good deeds. It emphasizes
character development and the ongoing process of moral education. Aristotle believed that by
consistently practicing virtuous actions, we not only become better individuals but also develop the
capacity to experience the right emotions at the right times. This intricate web of virtues, each
playing its part, contributes to the overall harmony and excellence of the soul, leading us closer to
the ideal of a well-lived life. Understanding this foundation is paramount to understanding courage
within his system.



Defining Courage: The Mean Between Extremes

Aristotle’s definition of courage as a mean is perhaps one of its most distinctive features. He
identifies the deficiency as cowardice, characterized by excessive fear and insufficient confidence,
and the excess as rashness or recklessness, marked by insufficient fear and excessive confidence.
True courage, therefore, lies in the middle ground, where one confronts danger or pain
appropriately. It’s not about being fearless; rather, it’s about feeling fear but acting rightly in its
presence. Imagine a tightrope walker: a completely fearless person might be reckless and not take
proper precautions, leading to a fall. A person paralyzed by fear will be unable to even step onto the
rope. The courageous tightrope walker feels a healthy respect for the height and the potential for
danger, but their training and confidence allow them to execute the act skillfully and purposefully.

This concept of the mean isn't a rigid arithmetic average, but a relative one. What constitutes the
appropriate response varies depending on the specific situation, the individual, and the
circumstances. A soldier facing overwhelming odds might display courage differently than a student
facing the fear of public speaking. The key is the balance between the felt emotion (fear) and the
rational assessment of the situation, leading to an action that is both fitting and noble. The virtuous
person understands what is truly fearful and what is not, and acts accordingly, without succumbing
to undue apprehension or reckless abandon.

The Deficiency: Cowardice

Cowardice, for Aristotle, is the vice of deficiency concerning fear and confidence. A coward is
someone who shrinks from what is truly fearful, or shrinks too much from what is mildly fearful.
They are dominated by their fear, which clouds their judgment and prevents them from acting
virtuously or rationally. This often stems from an overestimation of the potential harm and an
underestimation of their own capacity to endure or overcome it. The coward might, for instance,
abandon their post in battle due to an overwhelming sense of dread, or fail to speak truth to power
because the potential consequences seem too daunting. Their fear, unchecked by reason, dictates
their actions, leading them away from the noble and the good.

It's important to note that not all fear is irrational. Fear of certain things, like death in an unjust war
or extreme physical harm, is natural and even rational. The coward's failing is not in experiencing
fear, but in allowing that fear to lead them to avoid what they ought to face. They are often driven by
a distorted perception of the situation, seeing peril where there is only moderate risk, or failing to
recognize the greater good that might be achieved by facing the challenge.

The Excess: Rashness

On the other side of the spectrum lies rashness, the vice of excess concerning fear and confidence.
The rash individual underestimates the danger, overestimates their own abilities, and rushes
headlong into perilous situations without proper consideration. They are often driven by an inflated
sense of confidence or a misguided sense of bravado, rather than by a rational assessment of what is
truly worth enduring. Think of someone who leaps into a burning building without any training or



equipment, or someone who makes wild accusations without any evidence, simply out of a desire to
be heard. While their actions might appear bold, they lack the reasoned deliberation and appropriate
emotional response that characterize true courage.

Aristotle points out that rashness can sometimes be mistaken for courage, particularly by those who
are themselves cowardly or lack discernment. The rash person might even appear more courageous
than the truly courageous person because they exhibit less outward fear. However, their actions are
ultimately rooted in ignorance or an imbalance of the soul, rather than in a well-reasoned
understanding of what is noble and good. They are not acting out of a commitment to duty or virtue,
but out of a lack of proper fear or an overabundance of misguided confidence.

The Object of Courage: What Is Worth Facing?

A crucial aspect of Aristotle’s conception of courage is that it is directed towards specific objects.
True courage isn't about facing any danger whatsoever, but about facing the right dangers for the
right reasons and in the right way. The most appropriate object of courage, according to Aristotle, is
death, particularly noble death, such as that encountered in battle for a just cause or for one’s
country. This is because such a death is a great good, and to face it bravely demonstrates a profound
commitment to higher values.

However, courage also extends to facing other significant pains and hardships, provided they are
faced for the sake of a noble end. This could include enduring physical suffering, facing social
ostracization for upholding moral principles, or persevering through arduous tasks that contribute to
the common good. The discerning courageous individual understands that not all risks are equal,
and not all suffering is equally objectionable. They prioritize the noble over personal comfort or
safety when the stakes are high and the cause is just. The object of courage, then, is inextricably
linked to the pursuit of virtue and the well-being of the community.

The Nature of the Courageous Act

What, then, constitutes a truly courageous act? Aristotle suggests that it involves facing danger or
pain for the sake of what is noble. This means the motive behind the action is crucial. It is not
enough to simply act bravely; one must act bravely because it is the right and honorable thing to do.
For instance, a soldier fighting bravely because they are terrified of their commander’s punishment
is not acting courageously in the Aristotelian sense. Their action is driven by fear, not by a
commitment to the noble ideal of defending their homeland or upholding justice.

The courageous person acts with a clear understanding of the situation, a proper assessment of the
risks involved, and a resolute will to do what is right, even in the face of significant discomfort or
danger. They do not act impulsively but with deliberation, guided by reason and a well-formed
character. The noble end that they pursue is not a selfish gain but something intrinsically good,
something that contributes to the overall flourishing of themselves and their community. The
courageous act is, therefore, an expression of a virtuous soul acting in accordance with reason and
aiming at the good.



Facing Pain and Death Nobly

The ultimate test of courage, for Aristotle, lies in confronting pain and death. These are arguably the
most fearsome aspects of human existence, and how we face them reveals much about our
character. The courageous individual faces the prospect of death, especially death that comes in the
pursuit of a noble aim, with steadfastness and a reasoned understanding of its implications. They do
not embrace death needlessly, nor do they shrink from it when it is necessary to uphold what is good
and just. This is where the virtue of courage shines most brightly, demonstrating a mastery over the
most primal fears and a deep commitment to higher principles.

Similarly, courage is required to endure significant physical pain or prolonged suffering. The person
who bears such trials with fortitude, without complaining excessively or giving in to despair, is
exhibiting courage. They are not necessarily enjoying the pain, but they are enduring it with a sense
of purpose, perhaps for the sake of others, for the advancement of knowledge, or for the upholding
of their integrity. This capacity to face suffering with dignity and resolve is a testament to the
strength of character that Aristotle so highly values.

Courage and Fear: A Necessary Relationship

It is a common misconception that courage means the absence of fear. Aristotle vehemently rejects
this notion. He argues that to be courageous is to feel fear, but to feel it appropriately and to act
rightly despite it. If someone genuinely feels no fear in a dangerous situation, they are likely not
courageous, but either foolish or perhaps even something else entirely - an anomaly. Fear is a
natural human emotion, a response to perceived threats. The courageous person recognizes this
fear, acknowledges it, but does not let it dictate their actions. They maintain a rational control over
their emotions, allowing their reasoned judgment to guide them forward.

Think about the thrill-seeker who jumps out of planes. If they genuinely have no fear whatsoever,
they might be engaging in extreme behavior without proper risk assessment, which leans towards
rashness. The truly courageous individual, however, might feel the adrenaline, the pounding heart,
the apprehension, but their training, their discipline, and their clear understanding of the procedure
allow them to perform the task safely and effectively. This interplay between feeling fear and acting
courageously is what makes courage such a profound and complex virtue.

The Difference Between True Courage and Its Imposters

Aristotle is meticulous in distinguishing true courage from other dispositions that might superficially
resemble it. He identifies several such imposters, each of which falls short of genuine virtue.

¢ Experience: Soldiers who are veterans of many battles may appear fearless simply because
they are accustomed to danger. They have learned to suppress or manage their fear through
repeated exposure. However, if they face a new and different kind of threat, their confidence
might waver, revealing that their bravery was based more on familiarity than on a deep-seated



virtuous disposition.

e Ignorance: Someone who rushes into danger because they are unaware of the true extent of
the threat is not courageous, but ignorant or rash. They are acting without the necessary
knowledge and understanding that a courageous person possesses.

e Hope: If a person acts bravely because they are overly optimistic about a favorable outcome,
their bravery is contingent on that hope. Should their hopes be dashed, their courage might
evaporate. True courage is not dependent on a lucky break.

e Compulsion: Acting bravely because one is forced or coerced into it, such as by a superior
officer or the threat of severe punishment, is not true courage. The action is not freely chosen
and motivated by the noble itself.

¢ Pleasure: Some people might engage in risky behaviors because they derive pleasure or
excitement from them. This is akin to the thrill-seeker and lacks the reasoned pursuit of the
noble that defines courage.

These distinctions are vital for understanding that courage is not just about performing brave acts,
but about the internal disposition and the reasoned motivation behind those acts. It requires a
sophisticated understanding of what is truly fearful, what is truly noble, and how to navigate the
space between them.

Courage in Action: The Soldier and the Citizen

Aristotle often uses the example of the soldier to illustrate courage, and for good reason. The
battlefield is a place where fear and danger are ever-present, and where the stakes are often life and
death. The courageous soldier, however, does not fight out of blind obedience, sheer terror of
punishment, or a desire for glory alone. They fight because it is their duty, because their country is
just, or because they are defending something noble. They are aware of the danger, they feel the
fear, but they stand their ground, act decisively, and endure hardship for the sake of a greater good.

Beyond the soldier, courage is also vital for the citizen in the polis (city-state). This involves the
courage to speak out against injustice, to participate actively in civic life even when it is challenging,
to uphold the laws, and to defend the community’s values. It requires the bravery to engage in public
discourse, to hold leaders accountable, and to contribute to the common good, even when facing
opposition or social pressure. This civic courage is fundamental to the health and flourishing of any
well-ordered society, ensuring that its citizens are not passive bystanders but active participants in
shaping its destiny.

The Role of Reason and Practical Wisdom in Courage

Aristotle’s ethics is deeply intertwined with reason, and courage is no exception. The virtue of



courage is not a brute instinct but a rational capacity. It requires practical wisdom, or phronesis, the
ability to deliberate well about what is good and advantageous for oneself and for the community. A
courageous person uses their reason to assess the situation, to weigh the potential consequences,
and to determine the most appropriate course of action. They understand what is truly fearful and
what is not, and they are not swayed by irrational impulses or emotions.

Practical wisdom informs courage by helping the individual discern the true nature of the situation.
Is this danger something that one ought to face? Is the potential reward (the noble end) worth the
risk? Without practical wisdom, even well-intentioned boldness can devolve into recklessness. The
courageous person, guided by phronesis, strikes the right balance, acting with conviction and
resolve, but also with a clear-headed understanding of the realities at hand. This integration of
reason and emotion is what elevates courage from a mere brave act to a true virtue.

Courage as a Component of the Good Life

Ultimately, Aristotle sees courage not as an isolated trait, but as an integral part of a well-lived life.
Eudaimonia, the ultimate human good, is achieved through the consistent exercise of all the virtues,
and courage plays a vital role in this pursuit. Without courage, it would be impossible to cultivate
and practice many other virtues. How can one be just if they are too afraid to speak out against
injustice? How can one be temperate if they are too fearful to resist temptation? Courage provides
the fortitude needed to navigate the inevitable challenges and adversies that life throws our way,
allowing us to pursue and maintain other virtues.

Moreover, courage enables individuals to live authentically and to pursue their potential to the
fullest. It allows them to transcend their limitations, to overcome their fears, and to engage with the
world in a meaningful and impactful way. By confronting challenges with bravery and resolve,
individuals not only develop their character but also contribute to the betterment of their
communities. In this sense, courage is not just a personal virtue; it is a vital force for individual
flourishing and collective well-being, a key ingredient in the recipe for a truly good and meaningful
human existence.

Developing Courage: Practice and Habituation

Just as with any other virtue, Aristotle emphasizes that courage is not something we are born with,
but something we develop through practice and habituation. We become courageous by doing
courageous things. This involves deliberately exposing ourselves to situations that require us to
confront fear and uncertainty, and making the right choices in those moments. It’s like learning to
ride a bicycle; you don't become a cyclist by reading about it, but by getting on the bike, falling, and
getting back up again.

This process of habituation is crucial. By repeatedly acting courageously, we strengthen the
disposition within ourselves. We train our emotions to respond appropriately and our reason to guide
our actions effectively. This doesn’t mean we will never feel fear, but that we will become
increasingly adept at managing it and acting virtuously in its presence. The guidance of virtuous role
models and a supportive environment can also play a significant role in this developmental journey,



helping individuals to internalize the habits and judgments that constitute courage.

The journey towards courage is a lifelong endeavor, an ongoing commitment to honing one’s
character and aligning one’s actions with the pursuit of the good. It is a virtue that, once cultivated,
empowers individuals to face the world with integrity, resilience, and a profound sense of purpose,
contributing immeasurably to both personal fulfillment and the broader human enterprise.

FAQ

Q: What is the core definition of courage in Aristotle's ethics?

A: In Aristotle's ethics, courage is defined as a virtue that lies in the mean between the vices of
cowardice (deficiency) and rashness (excess). It involves facing appropriate fears and dangers for
the sake of what is noble, while feeling fear but not being overcome by it.

Q: Does Aristotle believe courageous people are fearless?

A: No, Aristotle explicitly states that courageous people are not fearless. Rather, they experience
fear appropriately and act rightly despite it, guided by reason and a commitment to the noble.

Q: What are the two extremes that courage navigates
between?

A: Courage navigates between cowardice, which is characterized by excessive fear and lack of
confidence, and rashness, which is characterized by insufficient fear and excessive confidence.

Q: What is the primary object of courage according to
Aristotle?

A: The primary object of courage, according to Aristotle, is death, particularly noble death such as
that encountered in battle for a just cause. It also extends to facing other significant pains and
hardships for the sake of a noble end.

Q: Can acting bravely due to ignorance be considered true
courage?

A: No, acting bravely due to ignorance is considered an imposter of true courage by Aristotle. True
courage requires a reasoned understanding of the situation and the risks involved.



Q: How does practical wisdom (phronesis) relate to courage?

A: Practical wisdom is essential for courage because it enables the individual to deliberate well
about what is good and advantageous. It helps the courageous person assess the situation,
understand what is truly fearful, and determine the most appropriate and noble course of action.

Q: Is courage a natural trait or something developed?

A: Aristotle argues that courage, like other virtues, is not a natural trait but is developed through
practice and habituation. One becomes courageous by repeatedly performing courageous actions.

Q: Why is courage important for living a flourishing life
(eudaimonia)?

A: Courage is crucial for eudaimonia because it enables individuals to confront challenges, endure
hardships, and pursue other virtues like justice and temperance. It allows one to live authentically
and contribute to the common good, which are essential components of a well-lived life.
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