contemplative happiness aristotle

The Path to Eudaimonia: Understanding Contemplative Happiness Aristotle

contemplative happiness aristotle offers a profound and enduring perspective
on the nature of human flourishing, or eudaimonia. Far from fleeting
pleasures, Aristotle points towards a higher form of happiness rooted in
intellectual activity and the cultivation of virtue. This article will delve
deep into his philosophy, exploring the foundational principles that underpin
his concept of the contemplative life as the pinnacle of human achievement.
We will examine the role of reason, the nature of virtues, and how these
elements coalesce to form a life of true and lasting fulfillment,
distinguishing it from mere hedonic satisfaction. Prepare to embark on a
philosophical journey that illuminates a timeless pursuit of meaning and
purpose.
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The Essence of Eudaimonia

Aristotle's concept of eudaimonia is often translated as "happiness," but
this simple word fails to capture its full richness. It's not just about
feeling good; it's about living well, about human flourishing, and about
realizing one's full potential as a rational being. For Aristotle, eudaimonia
is the ultimate end, the goal towards which all human activities are
directed, either directly or indirectly. It's the kind of life that is
intrinsically valuable, pursued for its own sake, and not as a means to some
other end. Think of it as a state of being that is both active and excellent,
a life lived in accordance with virtue and guided by reason. This isn't a
passive state of contentment, but an active engagement with the world and
with one's own capabilities.

He argued that this highest good is not something that is bestowed upon us by
fortune or by the gods, but something that we achieve through our own actions
and choices. It’'s the result of a lifetime of striving, of making the right
decisions, and of cultivating the best aspects of our human nature. This
makes the pursuit of eudaimonia a deeply personal and active endeavor. It
requires self-awareness, self-discipline, and a commitment to living a life



of purpose. Unlike ephemeral pleasures that fade quickly, eudaimonia is a
stable and enduring state of well-being that is integral to the very fabric
of a life well-lived.

Reason as the Divine Element

At the heart of Aristotle's philosophy lies the unique human capacity for
reason. He posited that what sets humans apart from all other living
creatures is our ability to think, to deliberate, and to understand. This
faculty of reason is, for Aristotle, the most divine part of us, the closest
we can come to the eternal and unchanging nature of the gods. It is through
reason that we can grasp abstract truths, understand the principles of
morality, and engage in the highest form of activity: contemplation.

This emphasis on reason isn't just an abstract intellectual exercise.
Aristotle believed that the proper function of human beings, their ergon, is
to live a life guided by reason. Just as the function of a knife is to cut,
and it performs that function well when it is sharp and well-made, a human
being functions well, and achieves eudaimonia, when they exercise their
rational capacities excellently. This means using reason not just to solve
practical problems, but to understand the world, to reflect on our own lives,
and to pursue knowledge for its own sake.

The Virtues: Habits of Excellence

Aristotle's ethical framework is deeply intertwined with the concept of
virtues. He didn't see virtues as mere rules to be followed, but as ingrained
character traits, habits of excellence that are developed through consistent
practice. These virtues enable us to act in accordance with reason and to
achieve our full potential. He distinguished between two main types of
virtues: intellectual virtues and moral virtues.

Intellectual Virtues

The intellectual virtues are those that pertain to the rational part of the
soul and are acquired through teaching and learning. These are the virtues

that allow us to understand, to know, and to reason effectively. Aristotle

identified several key intellectual virtues, including:

e Sophia (Wisdom): The ability to understand the most fundamental truths
about the universe, the first principles of things. This is theoretical
knowledge of the highest order.



e Phronesis (Practical Wisdom): The ability to discern the right course of
action in particular situations. This is about knowing what is good and
how to achieve it in the practical realm of life.

e Nous (Understanding/Intuition): The immediate apprehension of first
principles. It's the spark of insight that allows us to grasp
fundamental concepts.

e Episteme (Scientific Knowledge): Knowledge of universal and necessary
truths, gained through demonstration and reasoning.

e Techne (Craft/Art): Skill in making or doing, based on knowledge and
experience.

These intellectual virtues are crucial because they provide the foundation
for a well-lived life. Practical wisdom, in particular, is essential for
navigating the complexities of everyday life and making choices that align
with our overall flourishing. Without the capacity to reason well, our
pursuit of happiness would be haphazard and misguided.

Moral Virtues

The moral virtues, on the other hand, are character traits that are developed
through habituation. They are the dispositions to act in the right way in
various situations, striking a balance or "mean" between extremes of excess
and deficiency. Aristotle famously argued that moral virtue is a mean
relative to us, determined by reason and practical wisdom. Examples include:

e Courage: The mean between cowardice and rashness.

e Temperance: The mean concerning pleasures of the body, between
indulgence and insensibility.

* Generosity: The mean concerning giving and taking money, between
extravagance and stinginess.

e Justice: The virtue concerned with giving each person their due.

These moral virtues are not innate; they are cultivated through repeated
action. We become courageous by acting courageously, temperate by acting
temperately. This process of habituation, guided by practical wisdom, shapes
our character and makes virtuous action second nature. It's through the
consistent practice of these virtues that we begin to align our desires and
actions with what is truly good for us.



The Contemplative Life: The Highest Good

While Aristotle acknowledged the importance of moral virtues and practical
living, he ultimately argued that the highest form of happiness, the most
complete eudaimonia, is found in the contemplative life. This is the life
dedicated to the exercise of pure reason, to the pursuit of theoretical
knowledge and understanding. The contemplative life, he believed, is the most
self-sufficient, the most continuous, and the most pleasant form of activity.

Why is contemplation so highly valued? Because it engages the most divine
part of us: our intellect. It is in contemplation that we engage with the
most unchanging and eternal truths, and in doing so, we come closest to the
divine. Unlike practical activities, which are often limited by circumstances
and require external resources, contemplation is an activity that can be
pursued independently, at any time, and with a boundless capacity for growth.
It’s the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, a deep engagement with the
fundamental nature of reality.

Think of it like this: a skilled artisan finds joy in their craft, but a
philosopher finds a deeper, more enduring joy in understanding the principles
behind that craft, and beyond that, the principles of the universe itself.
The contemplative life, therefore, is not about escaping the world, but about
engaging with it at the highest possible level of understanding and
appreciation. It's about finding profound satisfaction in the act of knowing
and understanding.

Practical Implications of Aristotle's Wisdom

While the idea of a purely contemplative life might seem abstract,
Aristotle's philosophy has significant practical implications for how we can
live a more fulfilling life today. The pursuit of eudaimonia is not an all-
or-nothing proposition. We can strive to incorporate elements of his
teachings into our daily routines and life choices.

Firstly, cultivating intellectual curiosity is paramount. This means actively
seeking knowledge, asking questions, and engaging with ideas that challenge
us. It's about making learning a lifelong pursuit, not just something
confined to formal education. Secondly, developing practical wisdom is
essential. This involves reflecting on our experiences, learning from our
mistakes, and making conscious efforts to improve our decision-making. It's
about being mindful of our actions and their consequences.

Furthermore, striving for moral virtue is not an obstacle to happiness but a
crucial component of it. By practicing honesty, courage, temperance, and
other virtues, we build a character that is resilient and capable of
navigating life's challenges with grace. These virtues create the stable



foundation upon which a flourishing life can be built. It’'s about becoming
the best version of ourselves, not for external validation, but for the
intrinsic satisfaction it brings.

Beyond the Speculative: The Role of External
Goods

It's important to note that Aristotle wasn't suggesting that external factors
play no role in happiness. While he emphasized the internal cultivation of
virtue and reason, he acknowledged that certain external goods are necessary
for a truly flourishing life. These include things like health, friends,
moderate wealth, and good fortune.

These external goods are not the source of eudaimonia itself, but they can
facilitate its attainment and expression. For example, being healthy allows
one to engage more fully in virtuous activities, and having good friends
provides opportunities for practicing virtues like loyalty and generosity.
Conversely, extreme poverty, illness, or loneliness can significantly impede
one's ability to live a virtuous and contemplative life.

So, while the ultimate aim is the development of character and the exercise
of reason, Aristotle’s vision is not one of asceticism. It is a holistic view
that recognizes the interconnectedness of our inner lives and the external
conditions in which we live. A balanced life, he implies, involves both the
cultivation of the soul and the presence of certain external supports that
allow that cultivation to bear fruit.

Q: What is the core difference between Aristotle's
concept of happiness and modern notions of pleasure?

A: Aristotle's concept of eudaimonia is fundamentally different from modern
notions of pleasure, which are often focused on fleeting sensory experiences
or hedonic satisfaction. Eudaimonia is a state of human flourishing and
living well, achieved through virtuous activity and the exercise of reason.
It's about a life of purpose and excellence, not just feeling good in the
moment.

Q: How does Aristotle's emphasis on reason relate to
the contemplative life?

A: Aristotle believed that reason is the highest and most divine faculty of
humans. The contemplative life, which involves the pursuit of theoretical
knowledge and understanding, is the highest form of human activity because it
maximally engages this rational capacity. By contemplating eternal truths,



one comes closest to the divine and achieves the most complete form of
flourishing.

Q: Can one achieve contemplative happiness Aristotle
without being a philosopher?

A: While Aristotle saw the theoretical life as the pinnacle, his emphasis on
developing virtues like practical wisdom and engaging in intellectual
pursuits can be applied by anyone. The principles of striving for excellence,
continuous learning, and rational deliberation are accessible and beneficial,
even if one does not dedicate their life solely to academic contemplation.

Q: What role do external goods play in Aristotle's
philosophy of happiness?

A: Aristotle recognized that while internal virtues and reason are primary,
certain external goods such as health, friendship, and moderate wealth are
necessary to facilitate a flourishing life. These goods are not the source of
happiness but can support and enable the practice of virtue and
contemplation.

Q: How does one cultivate moral virtues according to
Aristotle?

A: Moral virtues are cultivated through habituation and practice. Aristotle
believed that we become virtuous by repeatedly performing virtuous actions.
This process, guided by reason and practical wisdom, helps to shape our
character and make virtuous behavior second nature.

Q: Is Aristotle's idea of contemplative happiness
relevant in today's fast-paced world?

A: Absolutely. In a world often characterized by distraction and
superficiality, Aristotle's emphasis on deep understanding, rational
deliberation, and virtuous character offers a powerful counterpoint. His
philosophy encourages a more meaningful and enduring form of well-being that
transcends fleeting trends and external validation.
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