
courage and the understanding of fear
aristotle
The Courage and the Understanding of Fear: Aristotle's Enduring Wisdom

courage and the understanding of fear aristotle delves into a philosophical exploration that
remains remarkably relevant today, dissecting the intricate relationship between these two powerful
human emotions. Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher, offered profound insights into courage
not as an absence of fear, but as a rational response to it. This article will unpack his nuanced
perspective, examining fear's nature, courage as a virtue, the dangers of excess and deficiency, and
the practical application of Aristotelian thought in cultivating true bravery. Understanding
Aristotle's framework provides a robust foundation for comprehending what it truly means to be
courageous in the face of life's inevitable challenges.
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What is Fear According to Aristotle?

What is Fear According to Aristotle?
To truly grasp courage, Aristotle first compels us to understand fear itself. He didn't view fear as an
inherently bad emotion, but rather as a natural and often necessary response to potential harm. In
his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle categorizes fear as an emotion that arises from the anticipation of
future pain or distress. It’s a signal, a warning system that alerts us to danger, and in that sense, it
serves a vital evolutionary purpose. Without the capacity to fear, we would be reckless and
vulnerable, susceptible to countless perils.

Aristotle’s conception of fear is nuanced; it's not merely a primal reaction but can be influenced by
our judgment and perception. What one person fears, another might not, and this difference often
stems from their beliefs about the likelihood and severity of the perceived threat. He recognized that
fear can be disproportionate to the actual danger, either magnifying it or diminishing it. This
understanding is crucial because it lays the groundwork for seeing courage not as the eradication of
fear, but as the proper management and modulation of it through reason and will.

Courage as a Virtue: The Golden Mean
Aristotle famously posited that virtues are typically found in a "golden mean" between two extremes,
one of deficiency and one of excess. Courage, in his framework, is the virtue that strikes the balance



concerning fear and confidence. It's not about feeling no fear, nor is it about being fearless to the
point of recklessness. Instead, true courage lies in experiencing fear appropriately – feeling it when
one should, and acting bravely despite its presence. This is a profoundly human and relatable
definition, acknowledging that bravery doesn't equate to invulnerability.

The virtuous individual, according to Aristotle, experiences fear in relation to the magnitude and
likelihood of the danger. They are not paralyzed by fear when faced with a genuine threat, nor do
they become overconfident and underestimate risks. The courageous person understands the
potential for pain or loss, acknowledges the fear it generates, but then acts according to what is
noble and right, guided by their rational faculty. It’s about finding the right amount of fear and the
right amount of confidence to enable appropriate action.

The Deficiency of Courage: Cowardice
On one end of the spectrum lies cowardice, which Aristotle identified as the deficiency in courage. A
coward is someone who experiences fear excessively or inappropriately. They are easily intimidated
by dangers, often perceiving threats as far greater than they are, or succumbing to fear even when
the danger is minimal. This overestimation of potential harm, coupled with an underestimation of
their own capacity to handle it, leads to inaction or flight in the face of what is required of them.
Cowardice prevents individuals from fulfilling their duties or pursuing noble ends.

The coward’s fear is not a rational response; it's an overwhelming emotion that dictates their
behavior, leading them to shrink away from challenges and responsibilities. Aristotle would argue
that this is a vice because it prevents individuals from achieving their full potential and living a
flourishing life (eudaimonia). It’s a failure to confront what is necessary, often out of an exaggerated
sense of personal vulnerability or an unrealistic assessment of the threat. They miss out on
opportunities for growth and for acting in accordance with honor and justice.

The Excess of Courage: Rashness
The other extreme is rashness, often mistaken for true courage. The rash person is characterized by
a deficiency in fear and an excess of confidence. They underestimate dangers, disregard potential
consequences, and rush headlong into perilous situations without proper consideration. While their
actions might appear brave on the surface, they are not guided by reason or a proper understanding
of the situation. They might be driven by overconfidence, a thirst for glory, or a lack of foresight,
rather than a deliberate choice to face what is right despite fear.

Aristotle would point out that rashness is dangerous not only to the individual but also to those
around them. Their actions, though seemingly bold, are often ill-conceived and can lead to
unnecessary suffering and loss. They haven't grappled with the fear that a truly courageous person
would acknowledge; instead, they have bypassed it entirely, which is not a sign of strength but a
failure of judgment. True courage, for Aristotle, requires a clear-eyed assessment of risk, not a blind
leap of faith fueled by bravado.

The Role of Reason in Courage
Central to Aristotle's understanding of courage is the indispensable role of reason. He believed that
courage is not a blind, instinctive reaction but a deliberate choice, informed by our rational faculty.
The courageous person assesses the situation, weighs the risks and benefits, and then makes a



reasoned decision to act. This involves understanding what is truly worth fearing and what is not,
and determining the appropriate response given the circumstances. Reason helps us to calibrate our
fear and confidence, ensuring we are neither paralyzed by the former nor blinded by the latter.

Reason allows us to distinguish between genuine threats that warrant caution and fear, and
imagined dangers or minor inconveniences. It also enables us to understand the value of what we
are striving for – whether it's justice, honor, or the well-being of others. When reason dictates that a
certain action is necessary and noble, even in the face of fear, the courageous individual can harness
their will to overcome that fear. Without this rational deliberation, actions that appear courageous
might simply be impulsive or misguided.

Cultivating Courage: Practical Aristotelian Strategies
Aristotle, being a practical philosopher, didn't just theorize about courage; he also offered insights
into how it can be cultivated. He believed that virtues, including courage, are developed through
habituation and practice. Just as a musician becomes skilled by practicing their instrument, or a
builder becomes adept by constructing buildings, a person becomes courageous by repeatedly acting
courageously. This means deliberately putting oneself in situations where one can practice facing
fear and acting appropriately.

This habituation involves starting with smaller challenges and gradually moving towards greater
ones. It also requires learning from experience, reflecting on past actions, and understanding what
went well and what could be improved. Furthermore, seeking out virtuous role models and engaging
in philosophical discussion about virtue can help shape one's character and reinforce the rational
judgments necessary for courageous action. The goal is to internalize the habit of choosing the
mean, so that acting courageously becomes second nature.

Here are some practical Aristotelian approaches to cultivating courage:

Consistent practice of facing manageable fears.

Engaging in activities that require calculated risk-taking.

Learning from the outcomes of brave and fearful actions.

Seeking guidance from wise and virtuous individuals.

Reflecting on the principles of justice and honor to guide action.

Developing self-awareness regarding one's emotional responses.

Setting clear goals that require overcoming apprehension.

Courage Beyond Physical Danger
It’s important to recognize that for Aristotle, courage wasn’t solely about facing physical threats on
the battlefield, although that was a common context in his time. The concept extends to a broader
spectrum of challenges. Moral courage, for instance, involves standing up for one’s beliefs even



when facing social disapproval, ostracism, or ridicule. Intellectual courage involves the willingness
to question established norms, pursue difficult truths, and defend one’s reasoned conclusions, even
when unpopular.

This broader interpretation highlights that courage is fundamentally about confronting any situation
that evokes fear and acting in accordance with what is good or necessary, rather than being dictated
by that fear. It encompasses the bravery to be vulnerable, to admit mistakes, to pursue difficult
personal goals, and to advocate for justice in any arena of life. The Aristotelian framework provides a
rich understanding of how courage manifests in diverse and challenging circumstances.

The Timeless Relevance of Aristotle's Teachings
In our modern world, which often oscillates between the numbing effects of constant digital
stimulation and the paralyzing anxieties of complex global issues, Aristotle's insights into courage
and fear are more pertinent than ever. His emphasis on reason as the guide, on virtue as a cultivated
habit, and on courage as a balanced response rather than an absence of emotion offers a profound
and practical roadmap. We are constantly bombarded with information that can amplify our fears or
breed complacency, making the Aristotelian call for rational discernment and deliberate action
incredibly valuable.

Understanding courage through Aristotle’s lens helps us to move beyond superficial notions of
bravery and delve into the deeper, character-driven capacity to navigate life's adversities with
integrity and purpose. His philosophy encourages us to examine our own reactions to fear, to
understand the pitfalls of excess and deficiency, and to actively cultivate the virtue of courage in our
daily lives. The wisdom of Aristotle provides a timeless guide for anyone seeking to live a more
resilient, principled, and ultimately, a more flourishing life.

FAQ

Q: How did Aristotle define courage differently from simply
not being afraid?
A: Aristotle defined courage not as the absence of fear, but as a virtue that involves experiencing the
right amount of fear in the right circumstances and acting appropriately despite it. He saw fear as a
natural emotion that signals potential danger, and courage as the rational faculty’s ability to manage
this fear and act in accordance with what is noble and right.

Q: What are the two extremes of courage according to
Aristotle, and why are they vices?
A: The two extremes of courage according to Aristotle are cowardice (deficiency) and rashness
(excess). Cowardice is a vice because it involves an overabundance of fear, leading to inaction and
an inability to face necessary dangers. Rashness is a vice because it involves a deficiency of fear and
an excess of confidence, leading to reckless behavior without proper consideration of consequences.



Q: Can you explain the "golden mean" in relation to courage as
Aristotle described it?
A: The "golden mean" for courage, as described by Aristotle, is the intermediate point between the
extremes of cowardice and rashness. It is the state of feeling fear appropriately, being neither
overwhelmed by it nor entirely devoid of it, and possessing the right amount of confidence to act
decisively and virtuously in the face of danger.

Q: What role does reason play in developing Aristotelian
courage?
A: Reason is central to developing Aristotelian courage. It allows individuals to assess situations,
discern appropriate levels of fear and confidence, understand what is truly worth fearing, and make
deliberate choices to act based on what is noble and right, rather than being solely driven by
emotion.

Q: Does Aristotle's concept of courage only apply to physical
bravery?
A: No, Aristotle's concept of courage extends beyond physical bravery. It encompasses moral
courage, such as standing up for one's beliefs against social pressure, and intellectual courage,
which involves the pursuit of truth and the defense of reasoned arguments even when unpopular.

Q: How does Aristotle suggest one can cultivate courage?
A: Aristotle believed that courage, like other virtues, is cultivated through habituation and practice.
This involves repeatedly engaging in courageous actions, starting with manageable challenges and
gradually increasing the difficulty, and learning from these experiences to refine one's judgment and
actions.

Q: Why is understanding fear a prerequisite for understanding
courage, according to Aristotle?
A: Understanding fear is a prerequisite for understanding courage because courage is defined in
relation to fear. Aristotle believed that one cannot possess courage without understanding the
nature of fear, its appropriate triggers, and how to rationally manage it. Courage is not the absence
of fear, but the proper response to it.

Q: What are some modern-day examples that illustrate
Aristotle's concept of courage as a mean?
A: A doctor who faces the risks of treating patients during a pandemic, feeling a healthy respect for
the virus but acting with skill and care (courage), as opposed to a doctor who refuses to treat
patients out of excessive fear (cowardice), or one who dismisses the virus's danger and becomes



careless (rashness), exemplifies Aristotle's mean.
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