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The Courage and Ethical Behavior Aristotle Explores: A Virtuous Framework for
Modern Life

courage and ethical behavior aristotle laid the groundwork for understanding
these crucial aspects of human character, offering a framework that remains
remarkably relevant today. Aristotle, in his seminal work "Nicomachean
Ethics," delves deeply into the nature of virtue, arguing that ethical
behavior is not an innate talent but a cultivated habit. He meticulously
dissects concepts like courage, justice, temperance, and prudence, not as
abstract ideals, but as practical dispositions that enable individuals to
flourish. This article will explore Aristotle's nuanced understanding of
courage, its relationship to other virtues, and how his ethical philosophy
can guide us in developing our own moral compass. We will investigate the
doctrine of the mean, the importance of practical wisdom, and the role of
habituation in becoming a virtuous person, providing a comprehensive overview
of his enduring insights into courage and ethical behavior.
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Aristotle's Conception of Virtue

Aristotle's philosophical journey into ethics begins with a fundamental
question: what constitutes a good life, and how does one achieve it? He
posits that the ultimate human good is eudaimonia, often translated as
flourishing or living well. This state is not achieved through fleeting
pleasures or external accolades, but through the active exercise of reason in
accordance with virtue over a complete life. For Aristotle, virtue is not
simply a matter of knowing what is right, but of being the kind of person who
habitually does what is right. He categorizes virtues into intellectual and
moral virtues, with moral virtues being the focus of his ethical discussions
and the ones most directly linked to everyday ethical behavior. These moral
virtues are acquired through practice and repetition, shaping our character
over time.

The development of virtue, according to Aristotle, is a process of learning
and doing. Just as one becomes a skilled musician by practicing scales and
melodies, one becomes courageous by repeatedly acting courageously. This
emphasis on habituation is central to his ethical theory. He believed that



our actions have a profound impact on the kind of people we become, and that
consistent engagement in virtuous acts gradually instills virtuous
dispositions. This is not a passive process, but an active and conscious
effort to align our actions with reason and the pursuit of the good.

Courage: The Golden Mean of Fear and Confidence

When we speak of courage and ethical behavior Aristotle's treatment of
courage is perhaps one of his most well-known and illustrative examples of
his doctrine of the mean. He defines courage not as the absence of fear, but
as the disposition to feel and act appropriately in the face of danger and
fear. The cowardly person is overwhelmed by fear, while the rash person is
reckless and overly confident, both missing the mark. True courage lies in
the middle ground, the balance between these two extremes. This golden mean
allows individuals to confront threats and challenges with appropriate
apprehension and resolve, acting bravely when necessary and prudently
withdrawing when discretion is the wiser course.

Aristotle identifies several ways in which one might err in relation to fear
and confidence. For instance, the person who fears all the wrong things or
fears them more than they ought to is cowardly. Conversely, the person who is
too confident and faces danger without proper consideration is not truly
courageous but perhaps merely reckless. The courageous individual, however,
faces the right dangers, for the right motives, at the right time, and in the
right way. This careful calibration demonstrates that courage is not a
simple, brute force but a sophisticated virtue requiring judgment and
understanding.

Types of False Courage

Aristotle was astute enough to recognize that not all displays of boldness
are true courage. He points out several pretenders to the throne of courage,
including:

Experience: Soldiers who have faced battle many times might appear
courageous due to their familiarity with danger, but this is more a
product of habit than true virtue.

Ignorance: Those who rush into danger because they are unaware of its
true perils are not courageous but simply foolish.

Enthusiasm: A surge of excitement or passion can lead to bold actions,
but this is fleeting and not a stable disposition.

Hope: An overreliance on good fortune or the expectation of success can
lead to recklessness, mistaken for courage.



Fear of Shame: Some individuals act bravely not out of a love for virtue
but out of a desire to avoid the shame of appearing cowardly.

Each of these examples highlights the Aristotelian principle that genuine
virtue is rooted in reason and a correct apprehension of the situation, not
in mere emotional response or external pressure. True courage is a reasoned
choice, a habit of acting rightly in the face of fear and danger.

The Role of Practical Wisdom (Phronesis) in
Ethical Behavior

Integral to Aristotle's concept of ethical behavior, and indeed to all
virtues, is the virtue of practical wisdom, or phronesis. This is not mere
theoretical knowledge but the ability to deliberate well about what is good
and advantageous for oneself and for the community, and to act upon that
deliberation. Without practical wisdom, one cannot identify the mean in any
given situation. It is phronesis that allows us to discern the appropriate
course of action, to understand the nuances of a situation, and to apply
general moral principles to specific circumstances.

Practical wisdom is therefore the intellectual virtue that guides the moral
virtues. While courage enables us to face fear appropriately, it is practical
wisdom that tells us when to be courageous, how to be courageous, and why we
should be courageous in a particular instance. It is the compass that directs
our actions, ensuring that our pursuit of the good is well-informed and
effective. Without this guiding intellect, even the best intentions can lead
to missteps. Aristotle argues that one cannot be truly virtuous without being
practically wise, and vice versa, suggesting a deep interconnectedness
between intellectual and moral excellence.

Phronesis and the Mean

The connection between practical wisdom and the doctrine of the mean is
profound. The mean is not a fixed mathematical point but is relative to the
individual and the circumstances. What is courageous for one person in one
situation might be reckless or cowardly for another in a different context.
It is the role of the practically wise person to ascertain this relative
mean. This involves understanding the particulars of the situation: the
nature of the threat, the capabilities of oneself and others, the potential
consequences of action or inaction, and the overall goal being pursued.
Through experience and careful deliberation, the practically wise individual
develops the capacity to "hit the mark" of virtue.



Habituation: The Path to Becoming Virtuous

As previously mentioned, Aristotle’s ethical system places immense importance
on habituation. He famously states that we become virtuous by doing virtuous
acts. This means that ethical behavior is not a one-time decision but a
continuous process of practice and reinforcement. We develop the disposition
to act courageously, justly, or temperately through repeated engagement in
these behaviors. Over time, these repeated actions become ingrained habits,
making it natural and almost effortless to act virtuously.

This emphasis on habituation has significant implications for education and
character formation. It suggests that consistent exposure to virtuous role
models, opportunities to practice moral behavior, and a supportive
environment are crucial for cultivating good character. It also implies that
ethical development is a lifelong endeavor. We are not born with fully formed
virtues, nor do we acquire them instantaneously. Rather, they are built
through consistent effort and a commitment to living in accordance with
reason and the pursuit of the good. The more we practice courage, the more
courageous we become; the more we practice justice, the more just we become.

The Importance of Practice

Consider the acquisition of any skill. Learning to play a musical instrument,
for instance, requires constant practice. Initially, playing a new piece
might be difficult and filled with errors. However, with repeated attempts,
the fingers become more nimble, the ear more attuned, and the performance
smoother. Similarly, acting ethically requires repeated practice. When faced
with a difficult choice, the first instinct might be to choose the easier,
less virtuous path. But by consciously choosing the virtuous action, even
when it's difficult, we strengthen our resolve and build the habit. This is
how courage and ethical behavior are forged, not through passive reception of
knowledge, but through active engagement and persistent effort.

Courage in Action: Beyond Mere Bravery

Aristotle's understanding of courage extends far beyond the simple notion of
bravery on the battlefield. While military courage is a significant example,
true courage manifests in various forms and contexts. It is the willingness
to stand up for what is right, even when it is unpopular or carries personal
risk. It is the fortitude to persevere in the face of adversity, to admit
mistakes, and to pursue difficult goals that align with one's values.

This broader understanding of courage encompasses moral courage, intellectual
courage, and emotional courage. Moral courage involves acting on one's



ethical principles despite potential social ostracism or professional
repercussions. Intellectual courage is the willingness to question
established beliefs, to seek truth even when it is uncomfortable, and to
engage in rigorous critical thinking. Emotional courage is the ability to
confront one's own fears, vulnerabilities, and difficult emotions in a
constructive way.

Examples of Virtuous Courage

Let us consider some everyday scenarios where courage and ethical behavior
intersect in an Aristotelian sense:

A whistleblower who exposes wrongdoing within their company, risking
their job and reputation to uphold ethical standards.

A student who challenges a popular but flawed opinion in class, relying
on reasoned argument rather than succumbing to peer pressure.

An individual who apologizes sincerely for a mistake, even when it is
embarrassing, demonstrating humility and accountability.

A politician who advocates for a policy that is beneficial for the long-
term good of the community, even if it is unpopular in the short term.

In each of these instances, the individual is not acting out of recklessness
or a desire for glory, but from a well-reasoned commitment to what is right
and good, demonstrating the practical application of Aristotelian virtue.

The Interconnectedness of Virtues

Aristotle's ethical system emphasizes that virtues are not isolated traits
but are deeply interconnected. One cannot be truly courageous without also
possessing other virtues, such as justice, temperance, and practical wisdom.
For instance, a soldier who fights bravely but is unjust and cruel in their
actions is not truly courageous in the Aristotelian sense. Their bravery is
tainted by the lack of other supporting virtues. Similarly, one cannot be
truly just without the courage to act justly, even when it is difficult or
carries consequences.

This holistic view suggests that the development of character is a
comprehensive project. Striving for excellence in one area of virtue often
supports and strengthens other virtues. The pursuit of eudaimonia requires a
well-rounded character, where all virtues are cultivated in a harmonious and
balanced manner. The interplay between these virtues ensures that our actions



are not only effective but also morally sound and contribute to a flourishing
life for ourselves and for society.

Applying Aristotelian Ethics Today

The enduring wisdom of Aristotle's insights into courage and ethical behavior
lies in their practical applicability to contemporary life. In a world often
characterized by moral ambiguity and rapid change, his emphasis on
cultivating character through habituation offers a stable foundation. By
understanding that ethical behavior is a skill to be learned and practiced,
we can approach personal and professional development with a clearer purpose.

The doctrine of the mean encourages us to seek balance and avoid extremes in
our judgments and actions, fostering moderation and thoughtful decision-
making. The paramount importance of practical wisdom reminds us that ethical
choices require careful deliberation, critical thinking, and a deep
understanding of context. Ultimately, Aristotle provides a timeless roadmap
for developing into more virtuous individuals, capable of navigating the
complexities of life with integrity, courage, and a commitment to living
well.

Engaging with Aristotle's philosophy allows us to move beyond a superficial
understanding of ethics and to cultivate a deeper, more robust sense of
character. It encourages us to ask not just "What should I do?" but also
"What kind of person should I be?" This fundamental question, addressed
through the lens of courage and ethical behavior Aristotle so meticulously
explored, continues to guide us toward a life of genuine flourishing and
meaningful contribution.

For those seeking to live a more virtuous and fulfilling life, Aristotle's
teachings offer a profound and timeless guide. By understanding his framework
for courage and ethical behavior, we equip ourselves with the tools to
cultivate a strong moral character, make wise decisions, and contribute
positively to the world around us.

FAQ

Q: How did Aristotle define courage, and why is it
considered a virtue?
A: Aristotle defined courage as the mean between cowardice and recklessness,
specifically in relation to fear and confidence. It is considered a virtue
because it is a disposition that enables individuals to face danger and fear
appropriately, allowing them to act for the sake of the noble, which is
essential for living a flourishing life (eudaimonia).



Q: What is the "doctrine of the mean" in Aristotle's
ethics, and how does it relate to courage?
A: The doctrine of the mean, central to Aristotle's ethics, states that
virtue lies in a mean or intermediate state between two extremes of vice, one
of excess and one of deficiency. For courage, the mean is found between
excessive fear (cowardice) and insufficient fear or excessive confidence
(recklessness). This mean is not a fixed point but is relative to the
individual and the circumstances.

Q: Can you explain the role of practical wisdom
(phronesis) in Aristotelian ethical behavior?
A: Practical wisdom (phronesis) is an intellectual virtue that enables
individuals to deliberate well about what is good and beneficial for
themselves and for living well. It is crucial for ethical behavior because it
helps us identify the appropriate mean in any given situation, understand the
particulars of circumstances, and act upon sound judgment. Without phronesis,
one cannot correctly exercise the moral virtues, including courage.

Q: How did Aristotle believe one acquires courage
and other virtues?
A: Aristotle believed that virtues, including courage, are acquired through
habituation. This means that we become virtuous by repeatedly performing
virtuous actions. Just as learning a craft requires practice, developing a
virtuous character involves consistent engagement in courageous, just,
temperate, and other virtuous behaviors until they become ingrained habits.

Q: Is acting bravely the same as being courageous
according to Aristotle?
A: No, acting bravely is not necessarily the same as being courageous
according to Aristotle. He distinguished true courage from other forms of
bravery that might stem from ignorance, inexperience, or a desire to avoid
shame. True courage is a reasoned choice, a disposition to act appropriately
in the face of fear and danger for the right reasons and in the right way,
guided by practical wisdom.

Q: What are some examples of false courage that
Aristotle identified?
A: Aristotle identified several types of false courage, including bravery
stemming from experience, ignorance of danger, overwhelming enthusiasm, undue
hope, or fear of shame. These are not genuine virtues because they lack the



reasoned deliberation and commitment to the noble that characterize true
courage.

Q: How does Aristotle view the interconnectedness of
different virtues, such as courage and justice?
A: Aristotle saw virtues as deeply interconnected. He argued that one cannot
be truly virtuous in one area without possessing other relevant virtues. For
example, true courage often requires justice, temperance, and practical
wisdom to be exercised appropriately. A brave but unjust person, in his view,
is not a fully virtuous individual.

Q: Can Aristotle's ethical philosophy on courage and
ethical behavior be applied to modern ethical
dilemmas?
A: Absolutely. Aristotle's emphasis on character development, the importance
of habituation, the doctrine of the mean, and the role of practical wisdom
provide a timeless framework for navigating modern ethical dilemmas. His
philosophy encourages thoughtful deliberation, balanced judgment, and the
cultivation of a virtuous character, which are all essential for addressing
contemporary challenges ethically.
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