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Abstract

“Courage” has long been considered one of the important and
common moral virtues of various human societies. Over the
centuries, there have been different and diverse understandings
of this moral virtue, which have led to spreading and narrowing
the scope of its application in relation with vices and the other
concepts. This difference and diversity of understandings of
this virtue can also be seen among the ancient Greek
philosophers. Aristotle also discussed this moral virtue in detail
in his ethical works, especially in his famous book
Nicomachean Ethics. The effort to find the components of the
virtue of courage in the very subtle words of Aristotle in that
book leads us to the nature of courage. In this article, first we
extract and express the components of the virtue of courage in
Nicomachean Ethics.Then, based on the obtained
components, we give an analysis of Aristotle’s general
viewpoint about the nature of courage, and, finally, we evaluate
Aristotle’s views in Nicomachean Ethics about the virtue of
courage.
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Introduction

Although “courage” is one of the few virtues always found in the list of the character traits, there is no
agreement on its nature and features, even among the philosophers of the ancient world. The most
important feature of Aristotle’s definition of courage is its subtlety, which has led to some different,

critical and sometimes inconsistent readings of courage in the works of the scholars on Aristotle’s ethics.
Method

In this paper, by reflecting on Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics, at the first step, we will state the
components of courage in Aristotle’s view. Then, we will state some points which have been neglected
or misunderstood and misinterpreted; then, we will provide an analysis of Aristotle’s viewpoint of the
nature of courage. Finally, we will evaluate Aristotle’s views in his Nihomachean Ethics on the virtue of

courage.
Components of courage

By scrutivizing Nichomachean Ethics, we can find six components about courage, which can be expounded

as follows:
1. Conditions of Danger

1.1. Being courageous in facing the fearful and painful or quasi-fearful things (Aristotle, 1381, 1117 a,
pp. 108-110)

1.2. Being courageous in war (Aristotle, 1381, 1116a, p. 105)

1-3. Being courageous in facing the most fearful thing; i.e., death (Aristotle, 1381, 1115a, p. 102;
Aristotle, 1979, p. 123).

1-4. Being courageous in facing a kind of noble death which is releasable by bravery and self-defense
(Aristotle, 1381, 1115a&b, p. 102).

2. Conditions of Action and Resistance

2.1. Knowing the dangers (Aristotle, 1381, 1117a, p. 109)

2.2. Self-confidence (Aristotle, 1381, 1116a, p. 104), not boasting and indulging in a hasty action
(Aristotle, 1381, 1115b & 1116a, p. 104)

2.3. Action’s not issuing from the self-confidence arisen from feeling the victory and power (Aristotle,
1381, 1117a, p. 108; Aristotle, 1979, p. 130).

2.4. Issuance of action not from the storm of anger or the ebullition of feelings, but from the intention
aimed at choosing the purpose and anticipating the danger (Aristotle, 1381, 1116b & 1117a, pp. 107-
108; Aristotle, 1979, p. 130)

2.5. Measuring the minor and major pleasure and plain; i.e., submitting to momentary and transitory

pain for gaining the coming and future pleasure (Aristotle, 1381, 1117a & b, pp. 110-111).
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2.6. Containing the action and the passion (moving and inactivity) (Aristotle, 1381, 1115b, p. 103).
3. Conditions of Fear

3.1. The middle term between excess (fearlessness) and dissipation (timidity); i.e., fear should influence
a person neither extremely nor rarely (Aristotle, 1979, p. 122; Aristotle, 1381, 1117a, p. 104). Fearing a
something which should be feared, and not fearing something which should not be feared, to the right
degree, in the right way, for the right reason, and at the right time (Aristotle, 1381, 1115b, p. 103).

3.2. The impossibility of resistance against some fears, not the absolute fearlessness and ignorance of
fear (Aristotle, 1381, 1115b, pp. 103-104).

3.3. The nobility of fear of some things and being consistent with courage (Aristotle, 1381, 1115a, p. 101).
3.4. Preserving the calmness and patience (Aristotle, 1381, 1116a. p. 104)

3.5. Having the ability to discern and make the right decision in any situation (Agtototéing, 2006, 1115 b).

4. Conditions of Anger

4.1. Obeying the reason while in the state of anger (Aristotle, 1381, 1116b & 1117a, pp. 107-108).
4.2. The reasonable use of anger for gaining the good fame, not the mere reliance on animal-like

unrestrained anger (Ibid.).
5. The Genus of Virtue

5.1. According to Aristotle, courage is a kind of decision and action, not a kind of knowledge (Aristotle,
1991, Vol.2, pp. 1758 & 1812).

6. The Elements of the Beauty of Virtue

6.1. Having a noble purpose and a moral motive (resisting for the reason that doing a thing is noble,
and not doing it out of nobility), not acting from coerce or fear of poverty, the pain of love, legal
punishment, and other motives (Aristotle, 1381, 1115b, pp. 103-104).

0.2. Resistance out of believing, not out of knowledge and practical experience in war (Aristotle, 1381,
1116b, p. 107).

0.3. Issuing from the firm habit and the character, even in the sudden danger, not from conscious
readiness (Aristotle, 1381, 1117a, pp. 108-109).

0.4. Resistance with taking pleasure and without feeling the pain (Aristotle, 1381, 1104b, p. 57).

0.5. To fear disgrace and unworthiness more than death (Aristotle, 1381, 1116b, p. 107).

0.6. Patience (Aristotle, 1974, pp. 124-125).

Conclusions

For Aristotle as a virtue ethicist, the element of “nobility” has a central place in ethics. In his view,

courage issues always from the good men and is not a mutual positive and negative character. Perhaps,
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courage is a virtue of the irascible faculty. Aristotle deems courage as an intrinsically valuable virtue and
a guarantor of the other virtues. He takes fear and self-confidence as two independent variants. Since
these two variants are independent, the middle term which should be considered as courage, has no
constant nature in relation to timidity and fearlessness, and, therefore, is relative. For Aristotle, the timid,
the featless and the courageous persons face the same things and situations, and only their behaviors
are different. He believes in the dichotomy of death and disgrace and maintains that the fear of the
courageous man of disgrace and unworthiness is more than his fear of death. From some of Aristotle’s
words about courage it follows that courage is a gradual and graded thing. Of course, he means by this
not the ostensible courage, but the real courage. In his view, showing the courage is impossible in the
circumstances in which there can be no way for avoiding death and reaching a valuable purpose.

The inconsistencies which are found in some readings of Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics are
resolvable. For instance, Aristotle has attended to lack of knowledge before the occurrence of danger
and the appearance of the dangerous thing, and the necessity of knowing the reality of danger after the
appearance of the dangerous thing. Besides, Aristotle has considered the conjunction of courage with
pain as related to a man’s body in facing the dangerous thing, and feeling the pleasure and not feeling
the suffering as related to a man’s heart as well as to the nobility of action.

In some cases, the criticisms against Aristotle’s views are true or, at least, deserve some
reflection regarding some questions. For example, has Aristotle mistakenly taken courage for
fearlessness, so that he has considered self-confidence as one of the components of courage? If he
considers courage as a virtue which is achieved by the continuing exercise, why does he deny the self-
confidence issuing from the practical experience in war? Why does he consider the middle term only
related to fear, while fear and anger both play a role in courage? Why has he confined the courage to
war and without attending to other kinds of courage? And why has he used one and the same word

about courage and timidity?
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