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Afterthoughts of Philip Veasey 
 
This event advanced my thinking specifically on courage in a number of ways but also revealed the 
extent to which there is a huge tangle of ideas about the way it relates to morality.  I will first deal 
with those things which seem to be just about courage. 
 

Courage in itself 
Ben introduced the idea of confrontational courage which is required when you know there is 
someone trying to harm you right now.  He thought that the courage required for tackling a bomb in 
an active war zone required some degree of confrontational courage whereas defusing a WW2 
bomb today would not. He even  said that it was possible that some of his men who could handle 
the work in the UK, might prove to lack the  confrontational courage needed in Afghanistan.   For me 
this was a very useful and new distinction between different types of physical courage.   
 
Another distinction was made by Ben between the kind of courage which occurs in the spur of the 
moment and that which needs to be sustained over long periods.  I can certainly think of something I 
have done that might be considered  brave but which I might well have shied away from if I had 
been given enough time to think about it.  In retrospect,  I think I was just very strongly motivated 
and didn’t require much courage because I hadn’t had enough time to think about the danger.  
People thought it was courageous because the motivation was “Kindness” but in relation to 
managing fear it was no different from someone strongly motivated by something less acceptable.  
For the future, I would like to see a better analysis of what is happening at the moment  we face 
fear.  Not only anger and love but also the desire not to let down one’s self-image may be involved in 
our readiness to face danger.  It may be that a courageous self-image is sometimes built out of a 
desire to be trustworthy, motivated by love of others.  This struggle to maintain identity is different 
from fighting for physical survival. 
 
Ben instinctively felt that you could not increase someone’s courage; you could only improve the 
way they applied it.  It would be good to follow this up and be sure what was behind this feeling.  My 
thought would be that we can increase someone’s recognition of the advantages, if not social duty, 
of increasing their ability to manage their fears.  To some extent one can also influence people’s 
motivation for doing this.  Perhaps the two main drivers are love and hatred/anger.  Both of these 
can be developed, and indeed armies work hard to do this by greatly increasing the bonds between 
brothers in arms, let alone working up hatred of the enemy.  Maybe Ben senses some underlying 
aptitude for managing fear that is inborn and the starting point for development, akin to an aptitude 
for languages or mathematics.  Such aptitudes are hard to measure since they are always overlain by 
“nurture” so I prefer to define courage in terms of the results of aptitude and nurture that are 
evidenced by visible behaviour. 
 
An area of dispute was opened up by my suggestion that we should all be “trained to fight” so that 
bullies could be resisted and not allowed to develop into bigger bullies.  Predictably this caused 
alarm.  People hate the idea of anyone being trained to fight in case it might one day be used against 
them.  I would be happy to go along with the idea that we should only invest our efforts in defensive 
capability, including the “aggression neutralising” skills that were referred to.   It seems  unrealistic  
though to believe that adequate self-defence capability can be built without any risk of part of it 
being fairly easily converted to offensive capability. I think we just have to live with that risk and 
manage it.  Inadequate self-defence is an open invitation to bullies. 
 
An abiding memory for me of this event was the impression Ben made on me.  I couldn’t help feeling 
that here was a man I could trust my life with.  This surprised me and I was anxious to understand it.  
Was it because this was a courageous and kind man?  Maybe.  Perhaps it was not too surprising 
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though as soldiers are selected partially for the degree to which they can belong to a group and give 
it total commitment.  The leaders particularly need to glow with that.  At the same time I suspect 
that the intensity of this commitment is partially achieved by caring less about those outside the 
very tight group.  Interesting though that my instincts picked up on it. 
 
 

Courage and its relationship to morality 
Here I have to confess to considerable frustration.  I do believe that all the problems raised in this 
area can be resolved by a clear understanding of my work on the Triax.  Maybe not as easily as I had 
hoped but nevertheless there is no need for the level of chaos that seems to be pervasive. 
 
Triax thinking 
To recap, the Triax is an attempt to design concepts that allow us to describe moral issues with a 
minimum of confusion and with elegance and brevity.  Yes I am revealing my background as a 
mathematician and in those terms I was looking for vectors for the moral space that were not only 
linearly independent but orthogonal.  That means that each of them must be able to exist 
independently of the others but that together they generate the complete moral space.  Obviously 
morality is not mathematics and we cannot expect to have mathematical rigour in this but 
nevertheless mathematics does offer good techniques that can often help us to simplify things that 
appear very complex.  One of the things that it encourages us to do is to find concepts that are clean 
enough to build with.  This is why, in the Triax, the words Kindness, Courage and Integrity are all 
given precise meanings. This obviously causes problems because people slip back easily into more 
common/current usage of these words and chaos ensues because  everyday definitions of words are 
full of contradictions and are in any case constantly changing.  The choice of meaning for Kindness, 
Courage and Integrity in the Triax was developed over decades of effort to find something that 
worked.  The Triax does its job only as long as the precise definitions are held clearly in mind. 
 
To save any reader from having to look them up, the Triax qualities are defined thus: 

 Courage:  The management of fear by reducing it through training and knowledge and by 
simply not wanting to be deflected from  our objectives through fear. 

 Kindness:  Being guided in our behaviour by love for others.  Love is defined by – A loves B if 
B’s happiness is necessary for A’s happiness. 

 Integrity:  Not lying to yourself (This probably needs renaming to Self-Honesty) 
 
Rules or Qualities 
Richard Norman objected to the fact that the Triax spoke of rules and expressed a preference for the 
idea of virtues.  Although this does not strictly relate to courage and its relationship to morality it 
needs to be answered to tidy things up.  There are two issues here.  One is that the Triax is 
expressed as a set of commands whereas virtues are qualities.  The other is the meaning of “virtues”. 
 
Rules and qualities are different and, according to circumstances,  one or the other may be 
appropriate language with which to address morality.  Whether one says “Be X” or one recommends 
“X” as a quality has nothing to do with the meaning of X.  It is just a matter of what is acceptable or 
appropriate in the way we talk to people.  Obviously humanists hate being told what to do.  Richard 
complained that the rule/command  “Be Kind” gave one no idea about how to be kind.  I don’t 
understand this as any command has the same problem as does saying Kindness is a virtue. 
 
The Triax is expressed in commands for two reasons.  Firstly, it was to make it obvious that it is in 
competition with the Ten Commandments.  The other reason was that I chose the logical concept of 
axiom rather than the mathematical concept of orthogonality to carry forward my attempt to reduce 
complexity.  Axioms are generally thought of as rules but I might, more accurately, have used 
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qualities and said “(Kindness & Courage and Self-honesty) implies Good”,   “Not kind implies not 
good” and so on.   A bit messy and now I think I prefer the space/orthogonality metaphor so perhaps 
it should be Tripod rather than Triax.  This is a better image as things do fall down if one is missing. 
 
Virtues 
Much of the confusion comes from the fact that a virtue is not just a quality but a quality that we 
admire.  The qualities of the Triax exist independently of whether they are admired.  The Triax only 
says that if you exhibit all these qualities you will be on the way to some durable self-esteem and 
that, if you are lucky, other people will find it admirable/likeable.  Having said that there is one Triax 
quality that people will almost always find admirable, namely  Kindness.  Even here, if we stick 
carefully to the Triax definition of Kindness, no one is very impressed by a person who feels they 
want someone to be happy but are willing to betray them the moment it involves them in danger.  
So, Kindness on its own is not enough. 
 
Sticking with Triax definitions, many acts that we deplore require courage.  The reason why most 
people find it unacceptable to call the action of a suicide bomber courageous is because they 
consider it very unkind.  In our discussions, the reason why the virtues have been overlapping or 
mutually dependent is because there is this tendency not to believe they have been exhibited unless 
they have had the right support from the other virtues.  This is totally unnecessary.  The fact that 
things interact is no reason for failing to define them separately. 
 
 


