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COMMENTS ON DISCUSSION – Roger Haines 
  

Two meanings of courage.  
From the meeting and subsequent correspondence, it seems to me that the term “courage” is 
actually applied to two quite distinct things, although both have the same consequence – 
performing some act in the face of some fear-provoking  threat. For such an act to be possible, the 
motivation  must exceed the effect of the fear. Thus what appears as notable courage can be the 
manifestation of notable motivation or of notable control of fear. (So let’s call them motivation-
courage and control-courage respectively.) 
 
Motivation-courage is strictly not a separate virtue or axis but the consequence of some other virtue 
being very strongly felt – so the quote about courage being “the form of every virtue at the testing 
point” must refer to motivation-courage. The parent who rushes into a burning building to rescue a 
child is showing strong love, or “kindness” in Philip’s broad sense, which takes the form of high 
motivation-courage, so that control-courage may hardly be necessary. 
 
Control-courage on the other hand, that is the ability to conquer fear, is more like a skill or aptitude. 
As such it is strictly speaking morally neutral since it can be used for good or bad or neutral ends. 
Ben’s address was about “good” control-courage, but Richard gave examples of “bad” 
(inappropriate) control-courage, such as an arrogant disregard for the opinions of others, or the 
actions of a bank robber. A good “neutral” example is the “courage” shown by a sportsman who 
doesn’t “choke” under pressure, since (in general) moral considerations can hardly favour victory for 
either side. In all these cases, the goodness or otherwise lies in the motivation rather than in the 
fear-control. We can’t decide that the fear-control shown by an anti-apartheid saboteur is good, and 
that the failure to fear public condemnation shown by Anders Breivik is bad, without first reaching a 
moral conclusion about their respective objectives. 
 
There are certainly  many occasions where a high level of fear-control is a very desirable thing to 
have when a noble purpose is at stake, but sometimes other skills or aptitudes are needed more.   At 
some “testing points”, for example, the main obstacle to the practice of kindness or justice may be 
the need for an unusual degree of sensitivity (Richard’s point),  or maybe of eloquence; stopping a 
child falling off a wall may simply require speed; and so on. 
 
In some cases something like “self-discipline” is a vital element of “control-courage”, since having 
the skills to control fear is one thing and making the effort to apply them is another. The effort that 
is needed (to focus on the purpose and not on the threat, for example) seems to be particularly 
relevant when the threat is experienced over a sustained period, rather than in the heat of the 
moment. Whether self-discipline is a moral virtue or a skill is a tricky question – I’m undecided. 
 
Another way of looking at the distinction is that if we fail to perform a courageous act due to 
insufficient motivation we should feel guilty, but if we fail through insufficient capability to handle 
fear we should strictly not feel “guilty”, though we might feel ashamed (as for example one might be 
at lack of eloquence when it is needed for a moral purpose). 
 

‘Rule’ or ‘virtue’ 
Richard pointed out that “courage” is traditionally treated as a virtue. In Philip’s “triax” it is 
converted into the rule “Be courageous”.  My feeling is that it doesn’t really matter: the real purpose 
of both formulations is to identify a heading under which to think about moral dilemmas or moral 
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growth. In either case, the heading also needs to be accompanied by an “instruction manual” which 
addresses issues such as conflicts between different forms of courage or with other moral concerns, 
the possibility of exceptions or special cases, etc. The buzz-word is just a starting point.  
 

Implications for the Triax 
Whether the third dimension is treated as a quality or a guideline, the previous discussion suggests 
that it should be broader than control-courage. “Do what is right skilfully” is a rough draft of what it 
needs to say, where controlling fear is noted as one of the most important skills, along with 
sensitivity, judgement, eloquence and so on. Then the “Integrity” axis is the one that points inward, 
the “Kindness” axis is the one that points outward to others, and the “Skill” axis is the enabling one. 
 
 

Maslow’s hierarchy as a classification of threats 
 An implication of the classification based on Maslow’s hierarchy is that since satisfaction of 

the higher level needs depends on a minimum degree of satisfaction of the basic needs, 

physical fear normally implies moral fear.  A storm at sea that is a threat to life perforce 

threatens prospects for companionship and self-realisation as well! 

 Of course, a given situation may also involve distinct threats at more than one level of the 

hierarchy. Ben’s category of threats involving confrontation is perhaps distinguished by 

requiring a major element of moral courage, since not being able to match a murderously 

hostile will poses the ultimate threat to self-esteem – you have to believe you will not be 

outwitted or outfaced by the opponent in order to be able to deal with the physical threat - 

so this provides one clear example of threats affecting different levels at the same time.  

 
 

 

 


