
contemplation and reason aristotle
The Ultimate Guide to Contemplation and Reason in Aristotle's Philosophy

contemplation and reason aristotle are foundational pillars of his ethical
and metaphysical systems, offering profound insights into the nature of human
flourishing and the highest form of knowledge. Aristotle, the great ancient
Greek philosopher, meticulously explored how humans can achieve eudaimonia,
often translated as happiness or living well, through the cultivation of
their rational capacities. This article will delve deeply into Aristotle's
concepts of contemplation (theoria) and reason (logos), examining their
distinct roles and their interconnectedness in achieving the good life. We
will explore the different types of reason he identified, the object of
contemplation, and why he considered this intellectual activity to be the
ultimate human pursuit, surpassing even practical virtues.
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The Aristotelian Conception of Reason

Aristotle viewed reason as the defining characteristic of humanity, setting
us apart from all other creatures. It's not just about thinking; it's about
the capacity for logical thought, understanding, and judgment. He believed
that our ability to reason is what allows us to grasp the underlying order of
the universe and to guide our actions towards what is good and true. This
rational faculty isn't a static entity; rather, it's something that can be
developed and refined through practice and education, much like a muscle that
grows stronger with exercise. Our capacity for reasoned discourse, for
weighing options, and for understanding complex concepts is, for Aristotle,
the very essence of what it means to be human.

He saw reason as the guiding principle of the soul, responsible for both our
intellectual pursuits and our moral decision-making. Without reason, our
lives would be driven by instinct and appetite, akin to the lives of animals,
lacking the depth and purpose that intellectual engagement brings. The proper
functioning of this rational faculty, therefore, is crucial for achieving not
just individual fulfillment but also for the well-being of the community.



It’s the tool that allows us to discern what is virtuous and to strive for
excellence in all aspects of our lives.

Theoretical vs. Practical Reason

Aristotle made a crucial distinction between two primary modes of reasoning:
theoretical reason and practical reason. This differentiation is vital for
understanding his ethics and his epistemology. Theoretical reason, often
associated with the contemplation of eternal truths, deals with matters that
are unchanging and necessary. Its purpose is to understand and know for the
sake of knowing, seeking objective truth about the fundamental nature of
reality.

Practical reason, on the other hand, is concerned with action and
deliberation. It guides our choices in the realm of human affairs, helping us
to determine the right course of action in particular situations. Practical
reason is concerned with the contingent, the variable, and the achievable. It
is the faculty that allows us to make ethical judgments and to live
virtuously in the practicalities of daily life.

The Role of Theoretical Reason

Theoretical reason, or nous, is focused on grasping first principles and
fundamental truths. It is concerned with understanding the unchanging
essences of things, the principles of logic, mathematics, and metaphysics.
The highest object of theoretical reason, according to Aristotle, is the
study of the divine or the unmoved mover – that which is purely actual and
the ultimate cause of all motion and change. This form of reasoning is
dispassionate, detached from personal desires or immediate concerns, aiming
solely at the apprehension of truth. It is in this domain that Aristotle
places the greatest intellectual value.

The Role of Practical Reason

Practical reason, often referred to as phronesis or wisdom, is the faculty
that enables us to deliberate about what is good and beneficial for ourselves
and for others. It's about knowing how to act in the world, how to achieve
our goals, and how to live a virtuous life. Unlike theoretical reason, which
seeks universal truths, practical reason deals with particulars and specific
circumstances. It involves understanding the nuances of a situation, weighing
competing values, and making sound judgments about the best course of action.
This is the kind of reason that underpins our ethical decision-making and our
pursuit of happiness in the practical sphere.



The Virtues of Reason

Aristotle posited that just as there are moral virtues that govern our
actions, there are also intellectual virtues that perfect our rational
faculty. These intellectual virtues are not innate but are acquired through
training, habituation, and experience. They represent the highest development
of our human potential, allowing us to engage with the world and with
knowledge in the most excellent way possible. Cultivating these virtues is a
lifelong endeavor, essential for anyone seeking to live a truly fulfilling
and rational life.

Intellectual Virtues Explained

Aristotle outlined several key intellectual virtues in his Nicomachean
Ethics. These include:

Scientific Knowledge (Episteme): This is the understanding of necessary
and demonstrative truths, such as those found in mathematics and the
sciences. It's about knowing why things are the way they are, based on
logical deduction and evidence.

Art or Skill (Techne): This refers to the capacity to make or produce
something, guided by reason. It's about knowing how to bring something
into existence, whether it's a craftsman building a house or a doctor
healing a patient.

Prudence or Practical Wisdom (Phronesis): As discussed, this is the
ability to deliberate well about what is good and bad for humans. It's
the virtue that connects our knowledge to our actions, enabling us to
make good choices in life.

Intuition or Understanding (Nous): This is the grasp of first
principles, the self-evident truths that form the basis of all
knowledge. It's the immediate intellectual insight into fundamental
realities.

Wisdom (Sophia): This is the highest intellectual virtue, combining
scientific knowledge with intuitive understanding. It is the
contemplation of the most important and highest objects, namely, the
unchanging truths of metaphysics and theology.

Contemplation: The Highest Human Activity



For Aristotle, contemplation, or theoria, stands as the zenith of human
activity. It is the exercise of the highest part of our nature – our rational
soul – in its most perfect and fulfilling operation. Unlike other activities
that aim at some external end or product, contemplation is an end in itself,
intrinsically valuable and supremely satisfying. It is the pursuit of
knowledge and understanding for its own sake, a deep engagement with the
eternal truths of existence.

This intellectual pursuit is not a passive reception of information but an
active, vigorous engagement of the mind. It requires dedication, discipline,
and the cultivation of the intellectual virtues. When we engage in
contemplation, we are, in essence, striving to emulate the divine, for
Aristotle believed that God’s existence is pure contemplation, eternally
occupied with the highest and most perfect object of thought.

The Nature of Theoria

Theoria, in Aristotelian terms, signifies a kind of deep, sustained, and
detached observation and understanding. It is not about fleeting thoughts or
casual observation, but about profound insight into the fundamental nature of
things. It involves the exercise of theoretical reason, aiming to grasp
universal principles and unchanging truths. It is a state of intellectual
leisure, where the mind is free from the pressures of practical necessity and
is able to focus entirely on the pursuit of wisdom.

This activity is characterized by its self-sufficiency and its joy. It
doesn't require external goods or the approval of others for its fulfillment.
The sheer act of understanding and apprehending truth is its own reward,
providing a deep and lasting sense of satisfaction that no other activity can
match. It is the closest human beings can come to experiencing the divine.

The Object of Contemplation

The object of contemplation, or theoria, is of paramount importance in
understanding why Aristotle held it in such high esteem. It is not just any
kind of thinking; it is thinking about the most noble and fundamental aspects
of reality. This involves the contemplation of beings that are eternal,
unchanging, and perfectly actual. These are the objects that are most worthy
of our highest intellectual capacities.

At the pinnacle of this hierarchy of objects are the principles of being, the
causes of all things, and the divine. These are the subjects that engage the
most perfect and enduring aspects of our rational souls. The contemplation of
these ultimate realities allows us to transcend the fleeting and imperfect
nature of the physical world and to connect with something eternal and



perfect.

Metaphysical and Divine Objects

The primary objects of contemplation are metaphysical truths and divine
realities. This includes understanding the nature of causality, the structure
of reality, and the first principles that govern existence. For Aristotle,
the ultimate object of contemplation is God, or the Unmoved Mover – a pure
actuality, eternal and perfect, whose activity is thinking itself. By
contemplating these highest realities, the human mind engages in its most
elevated activity, achieving a state of being that is most akin to the
divine.

This intellectual engagement with the divine is not about worship in a
conventional sense, but about an intellectual union, a striving to understand
and to be as much like the divine as humanly possible. It is through this
deep intellectual communion with the eternal that humans can achieve their
highest form of flourishing and find their ultimate purpose.

Contemplation and Eudaimonia

Aristotle's concept of eudaimonia is inextricably linked to the practice of
contemplation. While he acknowledged that virtues of character and practical
wisdom are essential for living a good life, he ultimately argued that the
highest and most complete form of happiness is found in the exercise of
theoretical reason. This is because contemplation engages the most divine
part of us – our intellect – and deals with the most divine objects – eternal
truths.

Living a life of contemplation is not necessarily a life of withdrawal from
society or neglect of practical matters. Rather, it suggests that even within
the context of a well-lived practical life, the highest fulfillment comes
from dedicating time and energy to intellectual pursuits. It’s about
achieving a balance where our actions are guided by virtue and our intellect
is striving towards the highest truths.

The Happiness Found in Theoria

Aristotle famously states that the activity of God is a single, eternally
blissful act of contemplation. He reasoned that if this is the highest and
most perfect state of being, then the closest human beings can come to such
perfection is through their own contemplation. Therefore, the happiest life
for a human is one that is lived in accordance with reason, and most



particularly, in accordance with the highest form of reason – theoretical
reason engaged in contemplation. This intellectual activity provides a joy
and fulfillment that is unparalleled, offering a glimpse of the eternal and
the divine.

This doesn't mean that practical virtues are unimportant. In fact, Aristotle
believed that one needs a certain level of external goods and a stable
society in which to practice virtue and to have the leisure necessary for
contemplation. However, when these conditions are met, it is the intellectual
life that offers the ultimate satisfaction and the most profound sense of
eudaimonia. It is the exercise of our highest faculties that leads to our
deepest flourishing.

The Interplay Between Reason and Contemplation

The relationship between reason and contemplation in Aristotle's philosophy
is not one of opposition but of profound interconnectedness. Reason, in its
various forms, provides the tools and the framework for engaging in
contemplation. Without the development of our rational faculties,
contemplation would be impossible. Conversely, contemplation is the ultimate
goal and the highest expression of our rational capacities.

Think of it like this: reason is the engine of a sophisticated machine, while
contemplation is the machine's most exquisite and purposeful operation. The
engine must be well-built and finely tuned (virtues of reason) to perform its
highest function smoothly and effectively (contemplation). The function of
contemplation, in turn, refines and perfects the engine itself, leading to a
continuous cycle of improvement and fulfillment.

Reason as the Foundation for Contemplation

Our capacity for reason, both theoretical and practical, is the bedrock upon
which the edifice of contemplation is built. Theoretical reason allows us to
grasp the principles and objects worthy of contemplation, while practical
reason ensures that we can create the conditions necessary for such an
endeavor. We need the logical rigor of theoretical reason to understand
complex ideas and the wisdom of practical reason to manage our lives in a way
that allows for intellectual pursuits.

Furthermore, the intellectual virtues – such as scientific knowledge,
intuition, and wisdom – are developed through the consistent application of
reason. These virtues are not merely passive states but active excellences
that enable us to engage with truth more effectively. They are the honed
instruments that allow the contemplative mind to achieve its highest
achievements, making reason not just a prerequisite but an integral part of



the contemplative process itself.

Contemplation in Everyday Life: Can We Achieve
It?

The question naturally arises: can ordinary people, burdened by the demands
of daily life, truly achieve the Aristotelian ideal of contemplation?
Aristotle himself acknowledged that a life of pure contemplation might be
difficult for most individuals to sustain continuously. He recognized the
necessity of practical affairs, social engagement, and even basic material
well-being for a complete human life.

However, he did not suggest that contemplation is an unattainable goal
reserved only for a select few philosophers or hermits. Instead, he indicated
that the pursuit of contemplation, even in limited measure, contributes
significantly to a flourishing life. It's about integrating moments of
intellectual reflection and engagement with truth into our lives, rather than
necessarily dedicating every waking moment to it.

Practical Approaches to Theoria

While a life entirely devoted to contemplation might be an ideal, it's
possible to cultivate a contemplative disposition in our everyday lives. This
can involve:

Engaging in lifelong learning: Continuously seeking knowledge, reading
widely, and engaging with complex ideas.

Practicing mindfulness and reflection: Taking time to think deeply about
our experiences, our values, and the world around us.

Appreciating beauty and order: Finding intellectual satisfaction in the
harmony of nature, art, or scientific discovery.

Pursuing intellectual hobbies: Engaging in activities like studying
philosophy, mathematics, or engaging in critical analysis.

Cultivating a habit of critical thinking: Regularly questioning
assumptions and seeking deeper understanding.

By incorporating these practices, we can bring elements of Aristotelian
contemplation into our modern lives, thereby enriching our understanding and
enhancing our overall sense of well-being. It is about striving towards our



highest rational potential, even amidst the complexities of contemporary
existence.

Aristotle's enduring philosophical contributions, particularly his intricate
exploration of contemplation and reason, continue to resonate through the
ages. His insights offer a profound framework for understanding human
potential and the path towards a truly flourishing existence. By emphasizing
the development of our rational capacities and the pursuit of knowledge,
Aristotle provides timeless guidance for living a meaningful and fulfilling
life. The interplay between our capacity for reasoned thought and the
elevated activity of contemplation remains a cornerstone of philosophical
inquiry, inviting us to continually examine and cultivate our intellectual
and ethical selves in pursuit of our highest good.
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