
courage and the pursuit of the good aristotle
The Unwavering Compass: Courage and the Pursuit of the Good in Aristotle's Ethics

courage and the pursuit of the good aristotle are inextricably linked, forming the bedrock of a
virtuous life according to the ancient Greek philosopher. Aristotle, in his seminal work, Nicomachean
Ethics, doesn't merely define courage; he intricately weaves it into the broader tapestry of
eudaimonia – human flourishing or the good life. This article delves deep into Aristotle's nuanced
understanding of this cardinal virtue, exploring its relationship to fear, confidence, and the ultimate
aim of ethical action. We will dissect the golden mean that defines true courage, examine its practical
manifestations, and consider its vital role in navigating the complexities of existence to achieve
genuine well-being.
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The Essence of Virtue: Aristotle's Ethical Framework

Aristotle's ethics are fundamentally teleological, meaning they are concerned with purpose or ends.
He argued that everything in nature has an inherent purpose, and for humans, this ultimate purpose
is eudaimonia. This is not simply fleeting happiness but a state of living well and doing well, a life of
flourishing and fulfillment. To achieve eudaimonia, individuals must cultivate virtues, which are
character traits that enable them to act in accordance with reason and achieve their potential. These
virtues are not innate; they are developed through habituation and practice, becoming ingrained
dispositions that guide our actions.

Virtues, for Aristotle, are not simply about knowing what is good; they are about actively doing good.
They are excellences of character that allow us to function optimally as human beings. He
distinguished between intellectual virtues, such as wisdom and understanding, and moral virtues,
such as courage, temperance, and justice. While intellectual virtues are acquired through teaching,
moral virtues are developed through consistent practice and the formation of good habits. It is in this
realm of moral virtue that courage plays a particularly significant role, acting as a bulwark against the
impulses that can lead us astray from the good life.



Defining Courage: Beyond Mere Bravery

When we think of courage, we often picture acts of daring, like a soldier charging into battle or a
firefighter running into a burning building. While these are certainly instances of courage, Aristotle's
definition is far more nuanced and goes beyond mere fearlessness or recklessness. For Aristotle,
courage is a virtue that governs our response to fear and confidence, particularly in situations
involving danger and pain. It is not the absence of fear, but rather the proper disposition in the face of
it.

He meticulously distinguishes true courage from what might appear to be brave actions but are, in
fact, driven by other motivations or misguided perceptions. For example, someone who charges into
battle out of ignorance of the danger, or out of a desire for reward or to avoid punishment, is not truly
courageous in Aristotle's view. These actions lack the essential element of rational choice guided by
an understanding of the good.

The False Faces of Courage

Aristotle identifies several false pretenses of courage that must be understood to appreciate the
genuine virtue. These include:

Professional Soldiers: Those who are skilled in warfare and appear brave due to their training
and experience, but may not necessarily act from a true understanding of the good.

Enthusiasts: Individuals driven by passion and excitement, whose courage is temporary and
easily extinguished when the initial fervor wanes.

Ignorant Individuals: Those who face danger without fully grasping the risks involved,
mistaking a lack of awareness for bravery.

The Compelled: People who act bravely because they are forced to, such as those fleeing
slavery or facing immediate punishment if they don't act.

The Desperate: Individuals who are in such dire straits that they have little left to lose, leading
them to act boldly out of necessity rather than virtue.

Recognizing these imposters is crucial. True courage requires a clear-headed assessment of the
situation and a willingness to face what is genuinely fearsome, not because one is foolish or
desperate, but because it is the right thing to do in pursuit of a greater good.

The Golden Mean of Courage: Navigating Fear and



Confidence

Central to Aristotle's ethical system is the doctrine of the golden mean. He believed that virtues lie at
a mean between two extremes, one of excess and one of deficiency. Courage is no exception. It is the
mean between the vice of cowardice (deficiency in facing fear) and the vice of recklessness or
rashness (excess in facing fear and danger).

A coward is someone who is overcome by fear, shrinking from danger even when it is necessary to
confront it. They underestimate what is truly fearsome and overestimate their own capacity to
endure. On the other hand, a rash person is one who does not fear enough, rushing headlong into
danger without proper consideration. They overestimate the good to be gained and underestimate
the risks involved. True courage, therefore, involves feeling the appropriate amount of fear and
confidence in relation to the specific circumstances and the good that is at stake.

This mean is not a mathematical average; it is relative to the individual and the situation. What is
courageous for one person in one context might be reckless for another or in a different situation. The
courageous person is able to calibrate their emotional response and their actions based on a rational
assessment of the situation, aiming for the appropriate response that honors the good.

Fear and Confidence in Balance

The courageous person experiences fear, but they do not let it dictate their actions. They
acknowledge the presence of danger and the potential for pain or loss, but they possess the inner
fortitude to act in accordance with what is right and noble. Conversely, they also possess a healthy
confidence, not an overblown sense of invincibility, but a well-founded belief in their ability to face
challenges and persevere. This balance allows them to pursue the good without being paralyzed by
apprehension or driven by hubris.

The Target of Courage: The Good and Its True Nature

Aristotle insists that courage is not just about facing danger for its own sake, or for any arbitrary
reason. The object of courage must be noble, and its aim must be the good. This is a critical
distinction that elevates courage from mere physical daring to a profound ethical virtue. The
courageous person acts because the action is intrinsically good and honorable, and the potential
consequences, however dire, are worth facing for the sake of that good.

What constitutes "the good" in this context? For Aristotle, it is often linked to the common good, to
justice, to the defense of one's community, or to upholding moral principles. It is about acting in a
way that contributes to a flourishing society and aligns with human excellence. The courageous
individual has a clear understanding of what is truly valuable and is willing to risk personal safety and
comfort to preserve or achieve it.

This pursuit of the good is what distinguishes the truly courageous from the foolhardy. The foolhardy



person might be motivated by personal gain, fame, or a desire to impress, none of which are
inherently noble in Aristotle's ethical framework. Courage, on the other hand, is an act of self-mastery
and moral integrity, directed towards an objective, praiseworthy end.

Practical Manifestations of Aristotelian Courage

While battle and physical danger are common scenarios where courage is displayed, Aristotle's
concept extends far beyond the battlefield. True courage manifests in various aspects of life,
requiring individuals to stand firm in the face of different kinds of threats and challenges. It's about
more than just facing death; it's about facing the possibility of pain, hardship, and social disapproval
when pursuing what is right.

Consider the courage required to speak truth to power, even when it risks professional repercussions
or social ostracization. Think about the fortitude needed to stand by one's principles when faced with
widespread opposition or moral compromise. These acts, though not always involving immediate
physical peril, demand a similar calibrated response to fear and a firm commitment to the good.

Courage in Everyday Life

Aristotle’s vision of courage is woven into the fabric of our daily existence. It’s the courage to:

Admit a mistake and take responsibility, even when it’s difficult.

Stand up to bullying or injustice, even when you are outnumbered or afraid.

Pursue a difficult but morally upright path, even when it is unpopular or challenging.

Express an unpopular opinion that you believe to be true and just.

Resist temptation and temptation towards actions that are contrary to your values.

These are the quiet acts of courage that build character and contribute to a just and flourishing
society. They demonstrate a consistent commitment to acting in accordance with reason and the
pursuit of the good, even when the path is fraught with personal discomfort or risk.

Courage in the Face of Adversity and Death

The ultimate test of courage, as Aristotle discusses, often involves the threat of death and extreme
suffering. He argues that the truly courageous person faces these ultimate fears with the proper
disposition, understanding that death in the pursuit of noble ends is preferable to a life lived in shame
or indignity.



He carefully distinguishes the courageous person’s attitude towards death from that of those who
face it for other reasons. For instance, the man who faces death in battle because of the allure of
reward or the fear of punishment is not the epitome of courage. The truly courageous individual faces
death because it is the noblest course of action in that particular circumstance, a necessary
consequence of upholding a greater good.

This doesn’t mean the courageous person is suicidal or actively seeks death. Rather, they are willing
to die for the right reasons, for the sake of honor, justice, or the common good. Their actions are
guided by reason and a deep-seated understanding of what makes a life truly worth living, even in the
face of its potential end.

The Relationship Between Courage and Other Virtues

Courage, while a distinct virtue, does not exist in isolation. Aristotle understood virtues as
interconnected, forming a harmonious whole that contributes to eudaimonia. Courage often relies on
other virtues and, in turn, supports them.

For example, prudence, or practical wisdom, is essential for courage. A prudent person can discern
the right course of action in complex situations, assess risks accurately, and determine what is truly
good. Without prudence, courage can easily devolve into recklessness. Similarly, justice is often the
object of courageous action. It takes courage to fight for what is just, to defend the rights of others,
and to hold wrongdoers accountable.

Temperance, the virtue of moderation in pleasures, also plays a role. Someone who is intemperate
might be easily swayed by desires and unable to muster the resolve needed for courageous action.
The courageous person has a degree of self-control that allows them to prioritize the good over
immediate gratification or comfort.

Ultimately, courage is the virtue that enables us to act on our reasoned judgments and ethical
convictions, even when faced with obstacles that would deter those lacking this strength of character.
It is the backbone of a virtuous life, allowing us to translate our understanding of the good into
decisive action.

Cultivating Courage: Practice and Habituation

As with all moral virtues, Aristotle stressed that courage is not something one is born with; it is
acquired through consistent practice and habituation. We become courageous by repeatedly
performing courageous acts. The more we engage in actions that require us to face fear appropriately
and act in pursuit of the good, the more that disposition becomes a part of our character.

This process involves a conscious effort to expose ourselves to challenges, to make reasoned choices,
and to reflect on our actions. It's like training a muscle; the more you exercise it, the stronger it
becomes. Initially, acting courageously might feel difficult and unnatural, requiring significant mental
effort. However, with repeated practice, these actions become more instinctive, and the virtuous



character trait of courage becomes ingrained.

Education and upbringing play a crucial role in this development. Parents and educators can guide
young individuals by providing opportunities for them to practice bravery in age-appropriate ways,
praising and reinforcing courageous behavior, and helping them to understand the principles behind
acting virtuously. The goal is to cultivate a deep-seated inclination towards courageous action, so that
it becomes a natural and consistent response to the challenges of life.

The Enduring Relevance of Courage and the Pursuit of
the Good

In our modern world, the principles of courage and the pursuit of the good as articulated by Aristotle
remain remarkably relevant. We are constantly faced with choices that require us to navigate fear,
uncertainty, and the temptation to compromise our values for convenience or personal gain. The
courage to act ethically, to stand for what is right, and to contribute to the well-being of our
communities is as vital today as it was in ancient Greece.

Aristotle’s emphasis on the mean reminds us to seek balance in our responses to fear and confidence,
avoiding both the paralysis of cowardice and the recklessness of rashness. His focus on the good as
the ultimate aim of courageous action directs us towards actions that are not only brave but also
morally praiseworthy and conducive to human flourishing. By striving to cultivate courage through
practice and by keeping the pursuit of the good as our guiding star, we can indeed move closer to
living a life of true eudaimonia.

FAQ

Q: How does Aristotle define courage differently from simply
not being afraid?
A: Aristotle defines courage not as the absence of fear, but as the virtuous mean between excessive
fear (cowardice) and insufficient fear (rashness). The courageous person feels fear appropriately but
acts rationally in pursuit of the good, demonstrating control over their emotions.

Q: What is the "golden mean" in relation to courage?
A: The golden mean for courage is the state of being that lies between the extremes of cowardice (too
much fear) and recklessness (too little fear, or excessive confidence). It's about finding the right
amount of fear and confidence for a given situation and acting accordingly.



Q: What does Aristotle mean by "the good" as the target of
courage?
A: For Aristotle, "the good" that courage aims for is typically something noble, honorable, and
beneficial, often related to the common good, justice, or upholding moral principles. It's not about
acting bravely for selfish reasons or for trivial matters, but for a truly worthy cause.

Q: Can courage be learned, or is it an innate trait according to
Aristotle?
A: Aristotle firmly believed that courage is a moral virtue that is developed through habituation and
practice. It is not an innate trait but something that individuals cultivate over time by repeatedly
performing courageous actions and making virtuous choices.

Q: What are some examples of "false courage" that Aristotle
identifies?
A: Aristotle points to several forms of behavior that might seem courageous but are not, such as
acting bravely out of ignorance, by professional soldiers due to training, from enthusiasm, under
compulsion, or out of desperation. True courage involves rational understanding and a commitment to
the good.

Q: How does courage relate to other virtues in Aristotle's
ethics?
A: Courage is interconnected with other virtues. For instance, practical wisdom (prudence) is
necessary to discern what is good and how to act courageously, and justice often provides the noble
cause for courageous action.

Q: Why is courage important for achieving eudaimonia?
A: Eudaimonia, or human flourishing, requires individuals to live a virtuous life. Courage is essential
for enabling individuals to overcome obstacles, face challenges, and act in accordance with reason
and the good, which are fundamental components of a flourishing existence.

Q: Does Aristotle believe courageous people don't feel fear?
A: No, Aristotle explicitly states that courageous people do feel fear. The key difference is how they
respond to that fear. They acknowledge it, but it does not paralyze them or lead them to abandon
their pursuit of the good.

Q: How can one cultivate courage in their own life, following



Aristotle's advice?
A: One cultivates courage by actively seeking out opportunities to act bravely, making reasoned
choices in challenging situations, learning from experiences, and consistently practicing virtuous
behavior. It's a process of building character through consistent action.
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