contemplation and virtue ethics

The Practice of Contemplation in Virtue Ethics: Cultivating Character Through Reflective
Living

The Intertwined Nature of Contemplation and
Virtue Ethics

Contemplation and virtue ethics share a profound and symbiotic relationship, each
enriching and strengthening the other. At its core, virtue ethics focuses on developing good
character, cultivating virtues like courage, justice, temperance, and wisdom, rather than
adhering to rigid rules or calculating consequences. This cultivation is not a passive
process; it demands active engagement, introspection, and deliberate practice.
Contemplation, understood as deep, focused reflection and mindful observation, provides
the fertile ground upon which these virtues can be nurtured and brought to fruition. By
engaging in contemplative practices, individuals gain a clearer understanding of their own
motivations, biases, and the nuances of moral situations, which is essential for discerning
the right course of action and embodying virtuous behavior. This article will delve into how
contemplative practices enhance our understanding and application of virtue ethics,
exploring specific techniques and the transformative potential they hold for personal
growth and moral development. We will examine the philosophical underpinnings of this
connection, moving from ancient wisdom to contemporary applications, and uncover the
practical ways we can integrate contemplation into our daily lives to become more virtuous
individuals.
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Understanding Virtue Ethics: Beyond Rules and
Outcomes

Virtue ethics offers a refreshing departure from other ethical frameworks that often center
on duties or utility. Instead of asking "What is the right thing to do?" or "What are the
consequences of my actions?", virtue ethics poses the question: "What kind of person
should | be?" It emphasizes the importance of character, suggesting that morally good
actions flow naturally from a morally good person. Think of it like learning a craft; a skilled
carpenter doesn't just follow instructions; they possess a deep understanding of their
materials, tools, and the principles of good design, allowing them to create beautiful and
functional pieces. Similarly, a virtuous person acts rightly because they have cultivated the
internal dispositions - the virtues - that guide their thoughts, feelings, and actions. These
virtues are not innate talents but rather character traits that are developed through
habituation and practice over time, much like building muscle memory for a skilled athlete.

The Aristotelian Foundation

Aristotle, perhaps the most influential figure in virtue ethics, posited that the ultimate
human good is eudaimonia, often translated as flourishing or living well. He argued that
achieving eudaimonia involves living in accordance with reason and cultivating virtues. For
Aristotle, virtues are the "golden mean" between two extremes, deficiency and excess. For
instance, courage is the mean between cowardice and recklessness. This mean is not a
fixed mathematical point but is relative to the individual and the situation, requiring
practical wisdom (phronesis) to discern. He believed that we become virtuous by
performing virtuous acts, thereby developing virtuous habits. This idea of habituation is
crucial, as it underscores the active and ongoing nature of becoming a virtuous person, not
simply possessing theoretical knowledge of what is good.

Character Over Rules

The primary distinction of virtue ethics lies in its focus on the agent rather than the act
itself. While deontological ethics might judge an action based on whether it adheres to a
universal rule (like "do not lie"), and consequentialism might evaluate it based on its
outcome (like maximizing happiness), virtue ethics examines whether the action is what a
virtuous person would do. This shifts the moral compass from external directives to internal
character development. It encourages us to consider our motivations, intentions, and the
kind of person we are becoming with each choice we make. The emphasis is on cultivating
a stable disposition to act rightly, so that virtuous behavior becomes second nature, an
expression of one's authentic self rather than a reluctant adherence to external dictates.

The Role of Contemplation in Moral Development

Contemplation serves as a critical catalyst for moral development within the framework of
virtue ethics. It's the quiet space where we can examine our inner landscape, understand
our ingrained patterns of thought and behavior, and identify the virtues we need to
cultivate. Without this introspective element, the development of virtue can be superficial,



akin to applying a coat of paint to a flawed surface. Contemplation allows us to dig deeper,
to understand the roots of our actions, and to consciously choose the path of virtue. It's
about developing self-awareness, a crucial prerequisite for any genuine personal growth,
especially in the realm of ethics.

Enhancing Self-Awareness

The practice of contemplation, in its various forms, directly enhances self-awareness.
Through mindful observation of our thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensations, we begin to
recognize our habitual reactions, our unconscious biases, and the underlying desires that
drive our behavior. This awareness is the first step towards change. For example, someone
prone to anger might, through contemplation, begin to notice the early signs of irritation -
the tightening in their chest, the racing thoughts - before they erupt into an outburst. This
recognition allows them the opportunity to choose a different, more virtuous response, such
as patience or understanding, rather than being swept away by the emotion.

Discerning the Virtuous Path

Developing virtues like wisdom, justice, and temperance requires more than simply
knowing what they are; it requires the ability to discern when and how to apply them in
complex situations. Contemplation sharpens this faculty of discernment. By stepping back
from the immediate pressures of a situation and engaging in thoughtful reflection, we can
consider different perspectives, weigh potential actions more carefully, and align our
choices with our values. This reflective pause prevents impulsive or reactive decision-
making, allowing us to act with intention and integrity. It's in these quiet moments of
contemplation that we can most effectively cultivate practical wisdom (phronesis), the
virtue that guides all other virtues.

Habituation and Practice

Virtue ethics emphasizes habituation - the repeated practice of virtuous actions until they
become ingrained. Contemplation plays a vital role in this process by helping us to
consciously set intentions and to reflect on our practice. After engaging in a situation, a
contemplative individual might take time to consider how they acted, identifying instances
where they succeeded in embodying a virtue and areas where they fell short. This form of
reflective practice reinforces positive behaviors and provides valuable insights for future
improvement. It transforms the act of habituation from a rote repetition into a deliberate
and insightful learning process, accelerating the development of virtuous character.

Types of Contemplative Practices for Cultivating
Virtues

The journey of cultivating virtue is greatly enriched by engaging in diverse contemplative
practices. These aren't just about sitting in silence; they are active engagements of the
mind and spirit that can be tailored to foster specific virtues. Whether it's through formal



meditation, reflective journaling, or even mindful engagement with nature, there are
numerous pathways to deepen self-understanding and ethical growth. Finding the practices
that resonate with you is key to making contemplation a sustainable and transformative
part of your life, moving beyond mere intellectual understanding to embodied virtue.

Mindfulness Meditation

Mindfulness meditation, a practice rooted in ancient traditions but widely adopted today,
involves paying attention to the present moment without judgment. By focusing on the
breath, bodily sensations, or thoughts as they arise and pass, practitioners develop a
greater awareness of their internal states. This heightened awareness is invaluable for
virtue ethics, as it allows individuals to catch impulses towards vice - like impatience,
greed, or resentment - before they manifest as actions. For instance, a mindful individual
can observe the arising of jealousy and choose not to act upon it, thereby cultivating the
virtue of contentment or magnanimity. It trains the mind to be less reactive and more
responsive to situations, a cornerstone of virtuous living.

Reflective Journaling

The practice of reflective journaling offers a structured way to engage with our experiences
and internal states. By regularly writing down thoughts, feelings, and observations, we
create a tangible record of our moral journey. This process encourages us to critically
examine our actions, motivations, and the choices we make. For example, after a
challenging interaction, journaling about it can help us unpack what happened, identify the
virtues we aimed to embody (or failed to), and explore alternative approaches. This self-
examination is crucial for identifying personal blind spots and for strengthening our
commitment to specific virtues, such as honesty, humility, or accountability.

Contemplative Reading and Study

Engaging with philosophical texts, spiritual writings, or literature with a contemplative
mindset can be a powerful tool for ethical development. This goes beyond simply reading
for information; it involves deep reflection on the ideas presented, considering their
implications for one's own life and moral framework. For instance, studying the lives of
virtuous historical figures or engaging with ethical dilemmas presented in literature can
foster emulation and inspire the cultivation of virtues like compassion, justice, or
perseverance. This contemplative approach to learning allows us to internalize ethical
principles and integrate them into our understanding of what it means to live a good life.

Practicing Gratitude

Cultivating a consistent practice of gratitude, often through a gratitude journal or simply by
taking moments to acknowledge the good in one's life, can profoundly impact character
development. Gratitude shifts our focus away from what we lack and towards what we
have, fostering contentment and reducing envy, greed, and dissatisfaction - all potential
vices. It also cultivates appreciation for others and for the circumstances that contribute to



our well-being, thereby strengthening virtues like humility and generosity. This simple yet
profound practice can reorient our perspective, making us more appreciative and less
prone to negative emotional states that can derail ethical conduct.

Contemplation and Specific Virtues: A Deeper
Dive

The application of contemplation is not a one-size-fits-all approach; its power lies in its
ability to be specifically tailored to nurture particular virtues. By directing our reflective
energies, we can more effectively cultivate traits like courage, justice, temperance, and
wisdom. This targeted approach allows us to move beyond a general aspiration for
goodness to a focused development of the character traits that define a flourishing life.
Let's explore how contemplation can serve as a precise tool for honing these essential
virtues.

Cultivating Courage Through Contemplation

Courage, as the mean between fearfulness and recklessness, requires a delicate balance
that contemplation can help achieve. Through practices like mindfulness meditation,
individuals can observe their fears without being consumed by them. This allows them to
distinguish between legitimate risks and irrational anxieties. Reflective journaling can be
used to analyze past instances where courage was called for, exploring the internal
dialogue that led to either brave or hesitant actions. By contemplating the potential positive
outcomes of acting bravely and the long-term regrets of inaction, one can build the inner
resolve necessary to face challenges, speak truth to power, or stand up for what is right,
even when it is difficult.

Fostering Justice Through Reflective Inquiry

Justice, encompassing fairness, impartiality, and the recognition of the rights of others,
demands a keen ability to see beyond personal bias and self-interest. Contemplative
inquiry, perhaps through role-playing exercises in one's mind or by engaging with diverse
perspectives in literature and discussion, can help individuals step into the shoes of others.
Reflecting on societal structures and personal interactions through a lens of justice
encourages critical examination of one's own prejudices and assumptions. By
contemplating the concept of a just society and the harm caused by injustice, individuals
can strengthen their commitment to treating all people with dignity and fairness, acting
with integrity in their personal and professional lives.

Developing Temperance via Mindful Awareness

Temperance, the virtue of moderation and self-restraint, is directly cultivated through
mindful awareness of one's desires and impulses. Contemplative practices, such as mindful
eating or conscious engagement with sensory experiences, help individuals to recognize
the subtle cues of satisfaction and excess. By observing the urge to overindulge, whether in



food, drink, entertainment, or other pleasures, and consciously choosing moderation, one
builds the capacity for self-control. Reflective journaling can be used to track patterns of
indulgence and to explore the underlying reasons, allowing for a more conscious and
deliberate approach to managing appetites and fostering a balanced life.

Sharpening Wisdom Through Deliberate Thought

Wisdom, often considered the pinnacle of virtues, involves sound judgment, practical
knowledge, and the ability to make good decisions. Contemplation is integral to developing
wisdom, as it provides the space for deep thinking, analysis, and synthesis of information.
Deliberate reflection on complex issues, consideration of long-term consequences, and the
practice of asking probing questions are all contemplative activities that hone intellectual
and practical wisdom. Engaging in dialogue with diverse viewpoints, followed by quiet
reflection on those exchanges, can broaden understanding and refine one's capacity for
discerning truth and making ethically sound choices in the face of uncertainty.

Overcoming Obstacles to Contemplation and
Virtuous Living

Embarking on a path of contemplative virtue ethics is a rewarding endeavor, but it is not
without its challenges. The modern world, with its constant distractions and demands,
presents significant hurdles to sustained reflection. Furthermore, our own internal
resistances - ingrained habits, self-doubt, and the allure of immediate gratification - can
make the cultivation of virtue feel like an uphill battle. Recognizing these obstacles is the
first step toward surmounting them, allowing for a more consistent and effective practice of
both contemplation and virtuous living.

The Distractions of Modern Life

In our hyper-connected world, attention is a scarce commodity. The incessant ping of
notifications, the endless scroll of social media, and the sheer volume of information we are
exposed to daily create an environment that is antithetical to deep contemplation. It
becomes incredibly difficult to find quiet moments for introspection when our devices are
constantly vying for our attention. Overcoming this requires conscious effort to disconnect,
to set boundaries around technology use, and to intentionally carve out time and space for
reflection, even if it's just for a few minutes each day. Prioritizing these quiet moments is
not a luxury but a necessity for cultivating a virtuous character.

Internal Resistance and Self-Doubt

Beyond external distractions, our own internal landscape can present formidable obstacles.
We might struggle with self-doubt, questioning our ability to become a better person. The
comfort of old habits, even those we recognize as detrimental, can create a strong pull
towards vice. The allure of immediate pleasure often outweighs the long-term benefits of
virtuous action. Contemplation helps us to acknowledge and examine these resistances



without judgment. By observing the voice of self-criticism or the urge for instant
gratification, we can begin to loosen their grip, understanding them as patterns rather than
immutable truths. This practice fosters self-compassion and resilience, crucial for
navigating the inevitable setbacks on the path to virtue.

The Challenge of Consistency

Virtue ethics, by its very nature, emphasizes consistent practice. Developing virtues is not a
one-time achievement but an ongoing process of habituation. Life's demands can
sometimes lead to a lapse in contemplative practices, and in turn, a weakening of virtuous
resolve. The key to overcoming this is not perfection but persistence. It's about
recommitting to the practice, even after a period of neglect. Focusing on small, sustainable
steps, rather than grand, overwhelming changes, can make consistency more achievable.
Embracing a mindset of progress over perfection allows for grace when we falter,
encouraging us to simply return to the practice and continue the journey of cultivating
virtue.

The Transformative Power of Contemplative
Virtue Ethics

The integration of contemplation into virtue ethics offers a profound pathway to personal
transformation and a more meaningful existence. It's a journey that moves beyond mere
intellectual understanding of ethical principles to the lived experience of embodying
virtues. By cultivating self-awareness, honing discernment, and committing to deliberate
practice, individuals can fundamentally reshape their character, leading to greater
fulfillment, stronger relationships, and a more positive impact on the world. This approach
empowers us to become the architects of our own moral lives, building character with
intention and care.

Living with Greater Purpose and Integrity

When contemplation is woven into the fabric of our lives, it illuminates our core values and
aspirations. This clarity fosters a sense of purpose, guiding our actions and decisions in a
direction that aligns with our deepest beliefs. The consistent practice of examining our
motivations and aligning our actions with virtuous ideals leads to a life lived with integrity.
We become more congruent, our external actions reflecting our internal commitments. This
sense of wholeness and authenticity is deeply fulfilling, contributing to a more resilient and
meaningful life, where our choices are not merely reactions but deliberate expressions of
who we strive to be.

Building Stronger Relationships and Communities

The virtues cultivated through contemplative practice, such as empathy, compassion,
patience, and justice, are the very foundations of healthy relationships and thriving
communities. As we become more self-aware and less driven by ego or impulse, we are



better equipped to understand and connect with others. Contemplation allows us to listen
more deeply, to respond with greater kindness, and to navigate conflicts with wisdom and
fairness. This not only strengthens our individual relationships but also contributes to the

creation of more harmonious and supportive social environments, fostering a ripple effect
of positive change outward from our personal lives.

A Lifelong Journey of Growth

The beauty of contemplative virtue ethics lies in its nature as a lifelong journey. It is not a
destination to be reached but a continuous process of learning, growth, and refinement.
Each day presents new opportunities to practice discernment, to act with courage, to
extend compassion, and to seek wisdom. By embracing this ongoing development, we
remain open to new insights, adapt to changing circumstances, and deepen our
understanding of ourselves and the world around us. This commitment to perpetual growth
ensures that our pursuit of virtue remains dynamic, relevant, and ultimately, deeply
transformative throughout our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: How does contemplation directly contribute to the
development of virtues like courage and temperance?

A: Contemplation allows us to observe our fears and desires without immediate reaction.
For courage, it means examining anxieties and discerning rational risks from irrational
ones, building inner resolve. For temperance, it involves mindful awareness of urges and
choosing moderation, strengthening self-control.

Q: Can virtue ethics be practiced without formal
contemplative techniques like meditation?

A: Yes, while formal techniques can be highly effective, virtue ethics can be practiced
through informal reflection on daily experiences, conscious self-examination, and
thoughtful consideration of one's actions and motivations. The core is intentional self-
awareness and the cultivation of good habits.

Q: What is the difference between virtue ethics and
consequentialism, and how does contemplation fit into
each?

A: Virtue ethics focuses on character development ("What kind of person should | be?"),
while consequentialism focuses on the outcomes of actions ("What will produce the best
results?"). Contemplation aids virtue ethics by fostering self-awareness and discernment. In
consequentialism, contemplation might be used to analyze potential outcomes more
thoroughly, but the primary focus remains on the results, not necessarily the character of



the agent.

Q: How can someone new to contemplation begin
integrating it into their efforts to live more virtuously?

A: Start small and be consistent. Begin with just a few minutes of mindfulness each day,
focusing on your breath. Journal about one interaction each day, reflecting on your
response. Read a short passage of inspiring text and ponder its meaning. The key is
regularity, not intensity.

Q: Does virtue ethics require a belief in any specific
religious or spiritual tradition?

A: No, virtue ethics is a philosophical framework that can be adopted by individuals of any
or no religious or spiritual belief. While many spiritual traditions incorporate virtuous
principles and contemplative practices, the core of virtue ethics is about cultivating positive
character traits and living a good human life.

Q: What are some common pitfalls to avoid when
practicing contemplation for virtue development?

A: Common pitfalls include striving for perfection rather than progress, becoming
discouraged by distractions or perceived failures, practicing sporadically instead of
consistently, and approaching contemplation with excessive self-criticism rather than self-
compassion.

Q: How does contemplation help in overcoming vices
like anger or greed?

A: Contemplation allows us to become aware of the subtle triggers and underlying emotions
that lead to vices like anger or greed. By observing these arising states without judgment,
we can interrupt the automatic chain of reaction, creating space to choose a virtuous
response, such as patience, contentment, or generosity.
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