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The Noble Pursuit of Virtue: Courage and the Just Person in Aristotle's Philosophy

courage and the just person aristotle delves into the profound ethical landscape charted by the ancient

Greek philosopher, exploring the intricate relationship between two cardinal virtues that underpin a

flourishing life. Aristotle, in his seminal work "Nicomachean Ethics," doesn't merely define these

virtues; he dissects them, revealing them as interconnected pillars of a good character. This article will

navigate the core tenets of Aristotelian ethics, focusing specifically on how courage acts as a vital

component of justice, and how a truly just individual embodies this bravery. We will examine Aristotle's

concept of the mean, the role of habituation in virtue development, and the practical implications of

these ideas for understanding what it means to live a virtuous and ethically sound life.
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Understanding Aristotle's Virtue Ethics

Aristotle's approach to ethics is fundamentally teleological, meaning it's concerned with the ultimate

purpose or end goal of human life. For Aristotle, this ultimate aim is eudaimonia, often translated as



flourishing, living well, or a life of excellence. He believed that this state is achieved not through

external goods or fortune alone, but primarily through the cultivation of virtues, which are character

traits that enable us to perform our functions excellently. These virtues are not innate gifts but are

developed through consistent practice and habituation.

He distinguished between intellectual virtues, which are learned through teaching, and moral virtues,

which are acquired through habit. Moral virtues, such as courage, temperance, justice, and generosity,

are dispositions to act in the right way in specific situations. They represent a middle ground between

extremes of deficiency and excess. This concept of virtue as a mean is central to understanding how

Aristotle viewed the development of a good character.

The Nature of Courage: Beyond Foolhardiness

When we think of courage, we often picture a soldier facing battle or a firefighter rushing into a burning

building. While these are certainly instances of courage, Aristotle offers a more nuanced

understanding. For him, courage is not simply the absence of fear, nor is it a reckless disregard for

danger. Instead, it is the proper response to fear and confidence, particularly in the face of situations

that involve danger, such as death or severe pain.

Aristotle would argue that a person who feels no fear in genuinely dangerous situations is not

courageous but rather insensitive or perhaps even foolish. Conversely, someone who is paralyzed by

fear and unable to act is deficient in courage. The courageous person, therefore, understands what is

truly fearful and what is not, and acts appropriately in the face of perceived threats.

Fear and Confidence: The Courageous Individual's Compass

The true measure of courage lies in how one navigates the emotions of fear and confidence. A

courageous person experiences fear, but they do not let it control their actions when there is a noble



reason to act. They also possess appropriate confidence, not arrogance, in their ability to face

challenges. This calibrated emotional response allows them to persevere in the pursuit of what is right,

even when it is difficult or perilous.

Consider the example of speaking truth to power. A courageous person might feel apprehension about

the potential repercussions, but their commitment to honesty and justice will compel them to speak out.

This is distinct from someone who speaks out recklessly, without considering the consequences or the

validity of their claims, or someone who remains silent out of sheer terror, even when silence leads to

significant harm.

Courage as a Mean: Finding the Right Balance

As mentioned earlier, Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean is fundamental to his conception of virtue.

Courage, in his view, is a disposition to hit the mark between two vices: cowardice (deficiency) and

rashness or recklessness (excess). It's about finding the appropriate response in a given situation.

This isn't a mathematical midpoint; it's a responsive, situation-dependent balance. What constitutes the

mean will vary from person to person and from circumstance to circumstance. The courageous act in

war might look different from the courageous act in everyday life. The key is acting with the right

emotions, for the right reasons, and in the right way.

The Vice of Cowardice

Cowardice is characterized by an excessive fear or an inadequate confidence. A coward is easily

intimidated, avoids danger when they shouldn't, and is prone to despair when facing adversity. They

might overreact to minor threats or completely capitulate when faced with significant challenges. This

deficiency prevents them from achieving their potential or fulfilling their duties, as they are beholden to

their fears.



The Vice of Rashness

On the other end of the spectrum is rashness, or recklessness. A rash person lacks a proper

appreciation for danger, acting with excessive confidence and insufficient fear. They might charge into

situations without adequate preparation or consideration of the consequences, often leading to their

own demise or harm to others. While their intentions might sometimes be good, their uncontrolled

impulsivity prevents them from acting virtuously.

The Just Person: A Multifaceted Character

Justice, for Aristotle, is a paramount virtue, often considered the most complete virtue because it

encompasses all others. A just person is someone who acts in accordance with the law and with

fairness, aiming to give everyone their due. This isn't just about legal compliance; it extends to a

deeper sense of moral rectitude and equitable treatment.

Aristotle divides justice into two main types: distributive justice, which concerns the fair allocation of

honors, wealth, and other goods within a society, and rectificatory justice, which deals with the

correction of wrongs and imbalances in transactions or disputes. The just person applies principles of

fairness and equity in both these spheres.

Justice and the Common Good

A defining characteristic of the just person is their concern for the common good. They understand that

individual well-being is intertwined with the health and flourishing of the community. Therefore, their

actions are guided by what is beneficial for society as a whole, not just for personal gain. This altruistic

orientation is crucial to Aristotelian justice.



This means a just person will uphold laws, honor agreements, and treat others with respect, not out of

obligation alone, but because they recognize the inherent value of social harmony and fairness. They

strive to create a society where everyone has the opportunity to thrive, contributing to collective

prosperity.

The Interplay: How Courage Supports Justice

The connection between courage and justice is profound and indispensable. It is difficult, if not

impossible, to be truly just without possessing a degree of courage. Why? Because upholding justice

often requires standing up to injustice, speaking out against wrongdoing, and defending those who are

wronged. These actions invariably involve facing potential opposition, criticism, or even danger.

A person who is not courageous will falter when confronted by powerful individuals or systems that

perpetuate injustice. They might be tempted to compromise their principles to avoid conflict or to

protect themselves. The just person, on the other hand, has the fortitude to persevere in doing what is

right, even when it is unpopular or comes at a personal cost.

Courage as the Shield of Justice

Think of courage as the necessary shield that protects the practice of justice. Without it, the

commitment to fairness can be easily eroded. For instance, a judge must have the courage to render

fair verdicts, even when those verdicts are unpopular or go against influential parties. A citizen must

have the courage to report a crime or to challenge an unfair policy, even if it means facing social

ostracization or legal reprisal.

The courage of conviction is what allows the just person to act on their principles consistently. They

are not swayed by intimidation or the desire for easy approval. They are motivated by a deeper

commitment to righteousness and the well-being of others, a commitment that their bravery enables



them to enact.

Developing Virtues: The Role of Habit and Practice

Aristotle was clear that virtues are not acquired through mere intellectual understanding; they are

cultivated through practice. We become just by performing just acts, and courageous by performing

courageous acts. This process of habituation is how we train our dispositions to align with the virtuous

mean.

It's like learning any skill. You don't become a great musician by just reading about music theory; you

become one by practicing your instrument daily. Similarly, developing moral character involves

repeated actions that embody virtue. Initially, these actions might feel deliberate or even difficult, but

with consistent effort, they become second nature.

The Importance of Education and Role Models

The environment in which we grow also plays a significant role. Aristotle emphasized the importance of

good upbringing and education in shaping character. Exposure to virtuous role models and a

community that values and encourages ethical behavior can significantly aid in the development of

virtues like courage and justice. Parents and educators have a crucial role in guiding individuals

towards virtuous conduct.

Furthermore, the process of ethical development is lifelong. It involves continuous self-reflection,

learning from mistakes, and striving to improve. The pursuit of virtue is not a static achievement but an

ongoing journey of becoming a better person.



Courage in Action: Real-World Applications of Aristotelian

Virtues

Applying Aristotelian concepts of courage and justice in contemporary life offers valuable insights.

Consider whistleblowers in corporations or government agencies. They often face immense pressure,

professional repercussions, and personal threats. Their decision to expose wrongdoing, despite these

risks, is a profound act of courage rooted in a commitment to justice and truth.

Another example can be found in activism for social change. Individuals who advocate for civil rights,

environmental protection, or humanitarian causes often confront powerful opposition and public

criticism. Their persistence, driven by a sense of justice and a willingness to face adversity, exemplifies

Aristotelian courage.

Navigating Everyday Ethical Dilemmas

It's not always about grand gestures. Courage and justice are also evident in everyday ethical

decisions. Standing up to a bully in the workplace, speaking out against a prejudiced remark among

friends, or volunteering for a cause that requires time and effort are all ways of practicing these virtues.

These seemingly small acts, when performed consistently, build character and contribute to a more

just and courageous society.

The just person, equipped with courage, acts with integrity in all facets of their life, fostering trust and

contributing positively to their relationships and communities.



The Ultimate Goal: Eudaimonia and the Virtuous Life

Ultimately, for Aristotle, the pursuit of virtues like courage and justice is not an end in itself, but a

means to achieving eudaimonia – a life of flourishing and fulfillment. A person who consistently acts

courageously and justly is not only a better individual but also more likely to experience a life rich in

meaning and purpose.

These virtues enable us to engage fully with the world, to fulfill our potential as rational and social

beings, and to contribute to the well-being of our communities. The just person, empowered by

courage, lives a life of integrity, excellence, and true happiness, embodying the highest aspirations of

human nature. It is through the consistent practice of these virtues that we can truly live well and

achieve a state of personal and social flourishing.

FAQs about Courage and the Just Person in Aristotle's Philosophy

Q: What is the primary goal of Aristotelian ethics?

A: The primary goal of Aristotelian ethics is to achieve eudaimonia, which translates to human

flourishing, living well, or a life of excellence. This is achieved through the cultivation of virtues.

Q: How does Aristotle define courage?

A: Aristotle defines courage as a disposition to hit the mean between the vices of cowardice and

rashness, particularly in the face of danger and fear. It involves feeling fear and confidence

appropriately and acting for the right reasons.



Q: What are the two vices that courage is the mean between?

A: The two vices that courage is the mean between are cowardice (deficiency) and rashness or

recklessness (excess).

Q: Is justice in Aristotle's philosophy solely about following laws?

A: No, justice in Aristotle's philosophy extends beyond mere legal compliance. It encompasses

fairness, equity, and acting in accordance with the common good, giving each person their due.

Q: How are courage and justice interconnected according to Aristotle?

A: Courage is essential for justice because upholding justice often requires standing up to injustice,

which can be difficult and may involve facing opposition or danger. Courage provides the fortitude

needed to act justly.

Q: Does Aristotle believe virtues are innate or learned?

A: Aristotle believed that moral virtues, like courage and justice, are not innate but are acquired

through habituation and consistent practice.

Q: What is the role of habituation in developing virtues?

A: Habituation is the process of repeatedly performing virtuous actions. Through consistent practice,

these actions become ingrained in a person's character, making virtuous behavior natural and habitual.

Q: Can someone be courageous without being just, or just without



being courageous?

A: Aristotle would likely argue that true, complete justice requires courage, and that courage, when

directed towards noble ends, aligns with justice. A person who consistently acts justly in the face of

adversity is displaying both virtues.

Q: How does Aristotle’s concept of the mean apply to courage and

justice?

A: For courage, the mean is found between being too fearful (cowardice) and not fearful enough

(rashness). For justice, it involves giving each person their due, a mean in distributions and

rectifications, guided by reason and fairness.
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