
courage according to aristotle

Understanding Aristotle's Concept of Courage

Courage according to Aristotle is far more nuanced than simply the absence of fear or a reckless disregard for
danger. For the ancient Greek philosopher, courage was a virtue, a disposition of character that guided
individuals toward the right action in the face of fear and pain, specifically in situations involving battle or
other life-threatening circumstances. It's about striking a golden mean between two extremes: cowardice and
rashness. Aristotle meticulously explored this virtue in his seminal work, the Nicomachean Ethics, offering
insights that remain profoundly relevant for understanding moral development and ethical decision-making
today. He didn't just define courage; he dissected its components, its proper application, and its role in achieving
eudaimonia, or human flourishing. This article will delve deeply into Aristotle's sophisticated understanding of
courage, examining its philosophical underpinnings, its practical manifestations, and its enduring significance in
our lives.
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Aristotle's Definition of Courage: The Golden Mean

At the heart of Aristotle's ethical framework lies the doctrine of the golden mean. This principle suggests that
virtues are typically a middle ground between two vices, one of excess and one of deficiency. When we talk
about courage according to Aristotle, this concept is paramount. He identifies courage as the virtue that lies
between the vice of cowardice (fear in excess and overconfidence in too little) and the vice of rashness or
recklessness (confidence in excess and fear in too little). It's not about feeling no fear at all, which would be
foolish and potentially dangerous, but rather about experiencing fear appropriately and acting rightly in spite
of it. Think of it as navigating a narrow path between two precipices; one step too far in either direction leads
to a fall.

Aristotle believed that virtues are developed through habituation. We become courageous by repeatedly
performing courageous acts, much like we become skilled musicians by practicing our instruments. This isn't an
innate quality that some possess and others lack entirely. Instead, it's a learned disposition, a character trait
that is honed over time through conscious effort and repeated practice in facing challenging situations. The



courageous person, therefore, is someone who has cultivated the right emotional responses and the right
actions in situations that evoke fear and inspire confidence.

The Extremes to Avoid: Cowardice and Rashness

Understanding courage necessitates understanding its opposing vices. Cowardice, for Aristotle, is
characterized by an excessive fear of things that should not be feared, or a deficiency in facing things that
should be faced. A coward shrinks from danger, often exaggerating its severity and underestimating their own
capacity to endure it. They might flee from a battle they could potentially influence, or avoid speaking truth
to power due to an overwhelming sense of apprehension. This deficiency in facing fear prevents them from acting
virtuously and achieving their potential for a good life.

On the other hand, rashness is the vice of excess. The rash person is overly confident and undeterred by dangers
that a courageous person would acknowledge and respect. They might rush headlong into situations without
proper consideration for the risks, mistaking recklessness for bravery. This is not courage because it lacks the
proper assessment of the situation and the appropriate emotional response. It's often born out of a lack of
understanding or an inflated sense of self, rather than a reasoned commitment to a noble end. Aristotle would
argue that this type of behavior is not only dangerous but also ultimately unproductive and unvirtuous.

The Object of Courage: Fear and Confidence

Aristotle's analysis of courage also focuses on the specific objects of fear and confidence. He notes that
what constitutes a proper object of fear is not universally agreed upon or easily discernible. Generally, we
should fear things that are intrinsically bad and ought to be avoided, such as shame, disease, or death when
they are unjust or dishonorable. However, the degree to which we fear them is crucial. A courageous person
fears these things appropriately – they recognize the potential for harm but do not allow that fear to
paralyze them or dictate cowardly actions.

Conversely, confidence, in the context of courage, relates to our belief in our ability to face and overcome
these fears. The courageous individual possesses a healthy confidence, grounded in a realistic assessment of the
situation and their own capabilities. They are not crippled by doubt, nor are they buoyed by an unfounded sense
of invincibility. Their confidence is a reflection of their reasoned judgment and their commitment to acting in
accordance with virtue, even when the odds are daunting. It's this balance between acknowledging fear and
possessing justified confidence that defines the courageous disposition.

Courage in Action: Battle and Beyond

While Aristotle's primary examples of courage often revolve around military valor – facing death on the
battlefield for the sake of the polis or for noble reasons – his concept extends beyond the confines of warfare.
He acknowledges that courage can manifest in other difficult circumstances where one must face pain, danger,
or potential loss. These might include enduring physical suffering with dignity, standing up for one's principles in
the face of social ostracization, or persevering through significant personal hardship.

The defining characteristic of courage in action is the motivation behind it. A soldier fighting out of a sense of
duty, honor, and the protection of their community is acting courageously. A mercenary fighting solely for
pay, or a conscript driven by fear of punishment, might be exhibiting bravery in terms of their actions, but the
underlying motivation is not what Aristotle would classify as true virtue. Therefore, courage is not just
about the external act but also the internal disposition and the rational choice to act for a worthy end, even
when it involves significant personal risk or suffering.



The Role of Reason and Choice

A critical element in Aristotle's understanding of courage is the role of reason and deliberate choice. For an
act to be truly courageous, it must be undertaken consciously and intentionally. This means that the
individual understands the nature of the danger, the potential consequences, and the reason why they are
choosing to face it. It is not an instinctive or automatic reaction. The courageous person makes a reasoned
judgment that the noble end they are pursuing outweighs the personal cost.

This emphasis on reason distinguishes courage from mere brute instinct or blind obedience. The individual must be
capable of deliberation and self-control. They must be able to weigh the options, assess the risks, and then,
through an act of will, commit to the courageous course of action. Without this element of conscious,
rational choice, an act, no matter how daring, would not qualify as virtuous courage in the Aristotelian
sense. It's the thinking, choosing agent who embodies this virtue.

Is Courage Always Virtuous?

Aristotle makes a crucial distinction between true courage and what he calls "apparent courage." Not every
act that appears brave is necessarily virtuous. For instance, he discusses how soldiers might be driven by fear
of punishment or by the love of honor, which can lead them to perform acts of daring. While these actions might
look courageous from the outside, they are not guided by the right principles. True courage, as discussed, is
always motivated by a noble end and a reasoned choice, independent of external coercion or base desires.

Furthermore, Aristotle points out that individuals can be courageous in certain contexts but not others. A
soldier might be brave in battle but a coward in their personal life, or vice versa. True virtue, including
courage, implies a consistent disposition across various relevant situations. The person who is truly
courageous acts in accordance with reason and virtue not just once or twice, but as a fundamental aspect of
their character. Therefore, courage, when properly understood and exercised, is always virtuous; but actions
that mimic courage without the underlying virtuous motivation are not.

The Connection Between Courage and Other Virtues

Aristotle understood that virtues are interconnected and often support one another. Courage is not an
isolated trait but is closely linked to other virtues, particularly temperance and justice. For example, to act
courageously, one often needs a degree of temperance to control impulses and desires that might lead to
rashness or fear. Similarly, acting justly might require courage to stand up for what is right, even when it is
difficult or unpopular. Courage provides the strength to uphold other virtues when they are challenged.

In essence, courage is the virtue that enables the pursuit of other goods. Without courage, even the most just
or wise individual might falter when faced with significant opposition or personal danger. It's the scaffolding
that allows other virtues to be effectively expressed and maintained in the face of adversity. The courageous
person is the one who has the fortitude to live a life aligned with reason and goodness, regardless of the
obstacles that may arise.

Cultivating Courage: Practical Implications

The Aristotelian perspective on courage offers practical guidance for its cultivation in our own lives. Since
courage is developed through habituation, the key lies in progressively exposing ourselves to challenges that
require us to face fear and act appropriately. This doesn't mean seeking out unnecessary danger, but rather



engaging with situations that push our comfort zones in a controlled and reasoned manner.

Start with small steps: Identify minor fears or discomforts and consciously choose to confront them.

Seek role models: Observe and learn from individuals who exhibit courage in their actions and character.

Practice self-reflection: Regularly examine your motivations and choices when faced with difficult
situations.

Develop resilience: Build your capacity to bounce back from setbacks and learn from challenging
experiences.

Engage in reasoned deliberation: Before acting in a challenging situation, take time to consider the
situation, the risks, and the noble end you aim to achieve.

By consciously engaging in these practices, we can gradually strengthen our disposition towards courage,
moving closer to the Aristotelian ideal of a well-formed character capable of facing life's inevitable trials
with both wisdom and fortitude. It's a lifelong journey of ethical development, where each act of facing fear
for a worthy purpose builds the foundation for a more robust and virtuous life.

Ultimately, courage according to Aristotle is not about the absence of fear but the mastery of it. It is a
virtue that is cultivated through practice, guided by reason, and aimed at noble ends. It requires striking a
balance between cowardice and rashness, and it is essential for living a flourishing life. By understanding these
principles, we can begin to cultivate this vital virtue within ourselves, enabling us to act with integrity and
strength in the face of life's many challenges.

FAQ

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

A: According to Aristotle, courage is a virtue that represents the golden mean between the vices of cowardice
(excessive fear) and rashness (insufficient fear or excessive confidence). It is the disposition to face fear and
pain appropriately, particularly in situations involving danger and death, for the sake of a noble end.

Q: Is courage about not feeling fear at all in Aristotle's philosophy?

A: No, courage according to Aristotle is not about the absence of fear. Rather, it is about experiencing fear
appropriately and acting rightly in spite of it. The courageous person recognizes danger but does not allow
fear to overcome their reason or lead them to act in a cowardly manner.

Q: What are the two extremes that Aristotle associates with courage?

A: The two extremes associated with courage by Aristotle are cowardice and rashness. Cowardice is the vice
of excess fear and deficiency in confidence, while rashness is the vice of excess confidence and deficiency in fear.



Q: How does Aristotle believe courage is acquired?

A: Aristotle believed that courage, like other virtues, is acquired through habituation and practice. By
repeatedly performing courageous acts, individuals develop the disposition to act courageously in relevant
situations. It is learned through consistent effort and experience.

Q: What kinds of situations does Aristotle consider to be the primary
domain for courage?

A: While Aristotle's concept extends beyond warfare, he primarily uses examples of military valor and facing
death on the battlefield as key instances of courage. He also acknowledges courage in facing other forms of
danger, pain, and potential loss for the sake of noble aims.

Q: Does Aristotle believe that courage is always a good thing?

A: Aristotle distinguishes between true courage and apparent courage. True courage, motivated by noble ends
and reasoned choice, is always virtuous. However, acts of daring driven by fear of punishment or mere love of
glory, while appearing courageous, are not considered truly virtuous by Aristotle.

Q: How does reason play a role in Aristotelian courage?

A: Reason is central to Aristotelian courage. The courageous act must be a result of deliberate choice, where
the individual understands the nature of the danger and consciously decides to face it for a worthy reason. It
is not an instinctive or automatic reaction.

Q: What is the relationship between courage and other virtues in
Aristotle's ethics?

A: Aristotle saw virtues as interconnected. Courage is closely linked to other virtues like temperance and
justice. It provides the fortitude necessary to uphold other virtues when they are challenged by fear, pain, or
opposition.

Q: Can an act be courageous even if it involves suffering?

A: Yes, absolutely. For Aristotle, courage often involves facing pain and potential suffering. The courageous
person endures these difficulties virtuously, not allowing them to compromise their commitment to a noble
action or end.
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