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Contemplation Aristotle: A Deep Dive into the Pinnacle of Human Flourishing

Aristotle's philosophy, a cornerstone of Western thought, offers profound
insights into the nature of reality, ethics, and the human condition. Central
to his conception of a good life, or eudaimonia, is the practice of
contemplation. This article will delve into Aristotle's understanding of
contemplation, exploring its definition, its position within his ethical
framework, and its ultimate significance for achieving human fulfillment. We
will examine how Aristotle distinguishes between different types of
intellectual virtues, with contemplation emerging as the highest.
Furthermore, we'll investigate the divine aspects of this activity and its
role in enabling us to live a life most worthy of our rational capacities.

Table of Contents

Understanding Aristotle's Conception of Contemplation
The Virtues of the Intellect: From Practical Wisdom to Theoretical Wisdom
Contemplation as the Highest Human Activity
The Divine Element in Contemplation
The Practical Implications of a Contemplative Life
Aristotle's Legacy and the Enduring Value of Contemplation

Understanding Aristotle's Conception of
Contemplation

When Aristotle speaks of contemplation, he's not referring to mere passive
daydreaming or idle musing. Instead, he presents it as an active, rigorous
engagement of the intellect with the most fundamental truths of existence.
For Aristotle, contemplation is the activity of the mind grasping unchanging,
eternal principles and causes. It is the highest form of intellectual
pursuit, aiming at understanding the 'why' behind everything. This
intellectual endeavor requires the cultivation of specific virtues and a life
lived in accordance with reason, which Aristotle believed was the distinctive
human faculty.

This pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, divorced from practical outcomes
or immediate utility, is what sets contemplation apart. It's about
appreciating the inherent beauty and order in the universe, understanding the
first principles of logic, mathematics, and metaphysics. Think of it as the
joy of solving a complex puzzle not to win a prize, but simply for the
intellectual satisfaction of understanding its intricate design. This
requires a cultivated mind, disciplined in its thinking and open to the
abstract nature of ultimate reality.



The Virtues of the Intellect: From Practical
Wisdom to Theoretical Wisdom

Aristotle, in his seminal work Nicomachean Ethics, meticulously outlines two
primary categories of virtues: moral virtues and intellectual virtues. While
moral virtues like courage and temperance guide our actions and character in
the practical realm, intellectual virtues elevate our cognitive abilities.
Within the realm of intellectual virtues, Aristotle identifies several key
dispositions, each contributing to a well-functioning mind. These virtues are
not innate; they are acquired through teaching and habituation, much like
moral virtues are honed through practice.

Sophia: Theoretical Wisdom
Among the intellectual virtues, Aristotle places sophia, or theoretical
wisdom, at the pinnacle. This is the understanding of the most profound and
universal truths, such as those found in metaphysics and theology. Sophia is
not concerned with what is contingent or variable, but with what is necessary
and eternal. It is the culmination of scientific knowledge and intuition,
allowing one to grasp the first principles and causes of all things. This is
a wisdom that understands the fundamental nature of being and existence, the
grand architecture of reality itself.

Phronesis: Practical Wisdom
In contrast to sophia, phronesis refers to practical wisdom. This is the
intellectual virtue that enables us to deliberate well about what is good and
advantageous for ourselves, not in some abstract sense, but in the context of
living a good life. Phronesis is crucial for making sound judgments in
everyday affairs, guiding our moral actions and helping us to choose the
right means to achieve good ends. It's the ability to see what needs to be
done in a particular situation and to act effectively and virtuously. Without
phronesis, even possessing theoretical knowledge would be of little practical
benefit in navigating the complexities of human life.

Nous: Intuitive Reason
Aristotle also discusses nous, often translated as intuition or intellect.
Nous is the faculty that grasps the first principles and self-evident truths
that form the basis of all knowledge. It is the immediate apprehension of
fundamental concepts, the raw insight that allows us to understand basic
axioms without needing a deductive proof. Think of it as the initial spark of
understanding that lights up a complex idea, the immediate recognition of a
fundamental truth that forms the bedrock for further reasoning and
contemplation.



Episteme: Scientific Knowledge
Complementing nous and sophia is episteme, or scientific knowledge. This
refers to the understanding of demonstrable truths, derived through logical
deduction from first principles. Episteme is systematic and ordered,
encompassing fields like mathematics and physics. It's the kind of knowledge
we acquire through rigorous study and analysis, where conclusions are reached
through a process of logical reasoning. This is the structured understanding
of how the world works, built upon foundational truths.

Contemplation as the Highest Human Activity

For Aristotle, the ultimate aim of human life is eudaimonia, often translated
as flourishing or living well. He argues that eudaimonia is achieved through
the excellent exercise of our distinctively human capacity, which is reason.
Among all the activities that a human being can engage in, contemplation is
the one that most perfectly aligns with this rational nature. It is an
activity of the soul in accordance with virtue, and specifically, in
accordance with the highest virtue. This pursuit of pure understanding, free
from the distractions of practical concerns, represents the zenith of human
potential.

Why is contemplation so special? Because it engages our intellect in its
purest form, seeking knowledge for its own sake. Unlike practical activities,
which are often driven by necessity or the desire for external goods,
contemplation is intrinsically rewarding. It connects us to the timeless and
the universal, offering a glimpse into the fundamental order of the cosmos.
This sustained engagement with the highest truths is what Aristotle posits as
the most satisfying and fulfilling form of human existence, a life lived in
alignment with our most noble capacities.

Consider the satisfaction one gets from mastering a complex subject, not to
get a job or a promotion, but simply because the understanding itself is
beautiful. This is the essence of Aristotelian contemplation. It’s the joy of
pure discovery, of unraveling the intricate workings of the universe through
the power of reason. This is not a passive experience but an active and
demanding one, requiring dedication, discipline, and a cultivated intellect.

The Divine Element in Contemplation

Aristotle’s exploration of contemplation leads him to a fascinating
conclusion: the activity of contemplation is the closest human beings can
come to the divine. He posits that the gods, if they exist and are engaged in
activity, must be engaged in the most perfect and continuous activity
possible, which for him is contemplation. The divine intellect, the Prime
Mover, is pure thought thinking about thought, existing in a state of
eternal, perfect self-sufficiency. By engaging in contemplation, humans, in a



sense, participate in this divine activity. It's like finding a tiny spark of
the celestial fire within our own minds, allowing us to touch upon something
eternal and perfect.

This divine aspect of contemplation is what elevates it beyond mere
intellectual exercise. It provides a teleological direction for human
striving, suggesting that our ultimate purpose is to approximate the divine
through our rational capacities. When we engage in contemplation of the
highest truths, we are acting in a way that is most godlike, transcending our
mortal limitations and connecting with the eternal order of things. This
pursuit is not about achieving godhood for ourselves, but about aligning our
lives with the highest possible mode of being, as exemplified by the divine.

Imagine staring up at a perfectly clear night sky, filled with countless
stars. The sheer vastness and orderliness of the cosmos can evoke a sense of
awe and wonder. Contemplation, for Aristotle, is the intellectual equivalent
of that experience – it's about grasping the underlying principles that
govern that vastness, understanding the eternal laws that dictate the
movements of celestial bodies and the very nature of reality. It’s a profound
connection to something far greater than ourselves.

The Practical Implications of a Contemplative
Life

While contemplation is an activity focused on theoretical truths, its
implications are far from purely abstract. Aristotle believed that a life
dedicated to contemplation, as much as humanly possible, would ultimately
lead to the highest form of happiness and fulfillment. This doesn't mean
abandoning all practical responsibilities; rather, it suggests that a well-
ordered life, guided by practical wisdom, creates the conditions necessary
for engaging in contemplative pursuits. A virtuous citizen, who has mastered
moral virtues and practical wisdom, can then dedicate their leisure time to
the more elevated activity of contemplation.

Leisure, for Aristotle, is not idleness but the opportunity for noble
activities. It is during times of leisure, free from the urgent demands of
survival or societal duties, that one can truly engage in the life of the
mind. Therefore, a well-functioning society would ideally provide its
citizens with the conditions for such leisure, enabling them to cultivate
their intellectual virtues and pursue contemplation. This creates a virtuous
cycle: a society that values and supports intellectual pursuits will produce
more enlightened and fulfilled individuals.

Think about the great thinkers and scientists throughout history. Many of
them dedicated their lives to unraveling the mysteries of the universe,
driven by an insatiable curiosity. While their discoveries often had
practical applications, their primary motivation was the pure joy of
understanding. Aristotle would see these individuals as living approximations
of his ideal contemplative life, finding their greatest satisfaction in the
pursuit of knowledge itself.



Aristotle's Legacy and the Enduring Value of
Contemplation

Aristotle's emphasis on contemplation as the highest human good has resonated
throughout intellectual history, influencing countless philosophers,
theologians, and scientists. His framework provides a compelling vision of
human flourishing that transcends mere material comfort or fleeting
pleasures. It offers a path towards a deeper, more meaningful existence,
grounded in the cultivation of our most noble rational capacities. The
pursuit of wisdom and understanding, for its own sake, remains a powerful
ideal in a world often driven by utilitarian concerns.

In today's fast-paced, information-saturated world, Aristotle's call to
contemplation might seem counter-intuitive. Yet, it offers a vital reminder
of the importance of deep, reflective thinking and the pursuit of knowledge
that goes beyond immediate utility. The ability to engage in sustained,
critical thought, to grapple with complex ideas, and to seek understanding
for its own sake, is more crucial than ever. Aristotle's philosophy continues
to guide us towards a life of intellectual richness and enduring fulfillment,
a life where the mind, in its highest exercise, finds its true purpose and
its greatest joy.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary meaning of "contemplation" in
Aristotle's philosophy?
A: In Aristotle's philosophy, "contemplation" refers to the active, rigorous
engagement of the intellect with the most fundamental, unchanging, and
eternal truths of existence. It is the highest form of intellectual pursuit,
aiming at understanding first principles and causes for their own sake,
rather than for any practical outcome.

Q: How does contemplation relate to Aristotle's
concept of eudaimonia (flourishing)?
A: Aristotle believed that eudaimonia, or human flourishing, is achieved
through the excellent exercise of our distinctively human capacity, which is
reason. Contemplation is the activity that most perfectly aligns with this
rational nature, making it the highest and most fulfilling human activity,
and thus central to achieving eudaimonia.

Q: What are the different types of intellectual



virtues that Aristotle identifies, and where does
contemplation fit in?
A: Aristotle identifies several intellectual virtues, including sophia
(theoretical wisdom), phronesis (practical wisdom), nous (intuitive reason),
and episteme (scientific knowledge). Contemplation is the activity associated
with sophia, the highest form of theoretical wisdom, which involves
understanding the most profound and universal truths.

Q: Why does Aristotle consider contemplation to be
the most divine human activity?
A: Aristotle suggests that if the gods engage in activity, it would be the
most perfect and continuous activity possible, which he identifies as
contemplation. By engaging in contemplation, humans approximate this divine
activity, connecting with the eternal and perfect nature of the divine
intellect.

Q: Does Aristotle believe that everyone can achieve
a life of contemplation?
A: While Aristotle holds contemplation as the highest ideal, he acknowledges
that it requires certain conditions, including a well-ordered life, the
cultivation of virtues, and a degree of leisure. He suggests that those who
are most capable of engaging in intellectual pursuits, often those with
fortunate circumstances and a disposition towards wisdom, are best positioned
to live a predominantly contemplative life.

Q: What is the role of leisure in Aristotle's
concept of contemplation?
A: For Aristotle, leisure is not idleness but the opportunity for noble and
fulfilling activities. It is during times of leisure, free from the necessity
of survival or urgent practical concerns, that individuals can dedicate their
minds to the pursuit of contemplation and the understanding of higher truths.

Q: How does contemplation differ from practical
wisdom (phronesis)?
A: Contemplation focuses on theoretical, unchanging truths and knowledge for
its own sake, aiming at understanding fundamental principles. Practical
wisdom (phronesis), on the other hand, deals with contingent matters, guiding
us in making good decisions and acting virtuously in everyday life to achieve
good outcomes.



Q: What are the practical implications of
Aristotle's emphasis on contemplation for modern
society?
A: Aristotle's emphasis on contemplation encourages us to value deep
thinking, intellectual inquiry, and the pursuit of knowledge beyond immediate
utility. It suggests that cultivating our rational capacities and engaging in
reflective thought can lead to a more meaningful and fulfilling life, even in
a society focused on practical achievement and rapid information exchange.
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