
contemplative pleasure aristotle
The Pursuit of the Highest Good: Unpacking Contemplative Pleasure in
Aristotle's Philosophy

contemplative pleasure aristotle is a concept central to understanding his
ethical framework and the ultimate aim of human flourishing, or eudaimonia.
Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher, believed that true happiness wasn't
found in fleeting sensory delights or external goods, but in the active
exercise of our highest capacities, particularly those of the intellect. This
article delves into Aristotle's sophisticated view of contemplative pleasure,
exploring its nature, its superiority over other forms of pleasure, and its
indispensable role in achieving a life well-lived. We will examine the
foundational texts, such as the Nicomachean Ethics, to unpack the nuances of
intellectual activity, the nature of the divine, and how engaging in
contemplation leads to the most profound and enduring form of human
satisfaction. Prepare to embark on a philosophical journey that sheds light
on what it means to truly thrive.

Table of Contents

Understanding Eudaimonia: The Aristotelian Goal
The Hierarchy of Pleasure: From Sensory to Intellectual
The Nature of Contemplative Activity
Why Contemplation is the Highest Good
The Role of Reason and the Divine in Contemplative Pleasure
Practical Implications of Aristotelian Contemplation
Challenges and Criticisms of the Contemplative Life

Understanding Eudaimonia: The Aristotelian Goal

Aristotle's entire ethical system revolves around the concept of eudaimonia,
a term often translated as "happiness" but more accurately understood as
"flourishing" or "living well." This isn't a passive state of contentment;
rather, it's an active condition achieved through the excellent performance
of our uniquely human functions. For Aristotle, what sets humans apart is our
capacity for reason. Therefore, eudaimonia is ultimately realized through the
exercise of our rational soul in accordance with virtue. He meticulously
argues that all crafts and pursuits aim at some good, and eudaimonia is the
supreme good, the end for which all other ends are pursued. It is self-
sufficient, desirable in itself, and not pursued for the sake of anything
else.

To grasp eudaimonia fully, consider it like tending a garden. A well-
flourishing garden isn't just one with pretty flowers; it's a garden that has
been cultivated with skill, nurtured with care, and is producing abundant,
healthy fruits or vegetables. Similarly, a flourishing human life is one



where all our capacities are functioning optimally, guided by wisdom and
virtue. This involves not just avoiding harm but actively cultivating the
best aspects of ourselves. It’s about actualizing our potential in the most
excellent way possible, a journey that Aristotle believed was lifelong and
required consistent effort.

The Hierarchy of Pleasure: From Sensory to
Intellectual

Aristotle was a keen observer of human experience, and he acknowledged that
pleasure is a natural accompaniment to many of our activities. However, he
was far from advocating a hedonistic lifestyle focused solely on immediate
gratification. Instead, he proposed a hierarchy of pleasures, distinguishing
between those that are fleeting and superficial and those that are deeper and
more enduring. Sensory pleasures, such as those derived from food, drink, or
sexual activity, are indeed pleasurable, but they are also often associated
with a subsequent lack or pain, and their pursuit can lead to a life of
dependence and deficiency. These are the common, everyday pleasures that most
people might seek, but they are not the pinnacle of human experience.

Moving up this hierarchy, we find pleasures associated with the exercise of
our practical virtues, such as courage, justice, and temperance. These
pleasures are more refined because they stem from acting in accordance with
reason in our interactions with others and ourselves. However, Aristotle
places the highest form of pleasure squarely in the realm of intellectual
activity. This isn't to say that other pleasures are bad, but rather that
they are subordinate to the pleasure derived from the activity of the
intellect. The intensity and duration of pleasure, for Aristotle, often
correlate with the nobility and perfection of the activity itself, with
intellectual pursuits reigning supreme.

The Nature of Sensory Pleasures

Sensory pleasures are tied to our bodily needs and sensations. When we are
hungry, eating a good meal provides pleasure. When we are thirsty, drinking
water is pleasurable. However, these pleasures are fundamentally
characterized by their transient nature. Once the hunger or thirst is sated,
the pleasure diminishes, and sometimes a sense of discomfort or
overindulgence can follow. Aristotle notes that these pleasures are common to
us and animals, suggesting they are not the defining characteristic of human
excellence. Their pursuit often leads to a cycle of desire and satisfaction,
which can be difficult to break and can hinder the development of higher
faculties.



The Pleasures of Virtuous Activity

The pleasures derived from acting virtuously are more significant. For
instance, a courageous person experiences a certain satisfaction in facing
danger and acting rightly, even if there is accompanying fear. A just person
finds a unique fulfillment in acting fairly and upholding the law. These
pleasures are intrinsically linked to the excellent performance of our
character virtues. They are less about fleeting sensation and more about the
satisfaction of acting in accordance with reason and a well-ordered soul.
These are the pleasures of a good life, built on moral character and right
action in the social and personal spheres.

The Nature of Contemplative Activity

Contemplative activity, for Aristotle, is the exercise of the highest part of
our soul: the intellect. It is the activity of thinking, understanding, and
grasping eternal truths. This isn't just casual thinking; it's a deep
engagement with fundamental principles, scientific knowledge, and
philosophical inquiry. It's about exploring the nature of reality, the causes
of things, and the ultimate good. Unlike practical activities that have
specific, external ends, contemplation is an activity that is pursued for its
own sake, for the sheer joy and fulfillment it brings to the rational mind.
It is the ultimate self-contained activity.

Imagine a mathematician engrossed in solving a complex theorem or a
philosopher wrestling with an abstract concept. The satisfaction they derive
is not from a tangible reward or external validation, but from the very act
of intellectual discovery and comprehension. This pursuit requires the
highest intellectual virtues, such as wisdom and understanding, and it
engages the mind in its most pure and elevated form. It's a journey inward,
exploring the vast landscape of knowledge and truth, and finding profound
pleasure in that exploration.

Intellectual Virtues and Contemplation

The practice of contemplation is intimately tied to the development and
exercise of intellectual virtues. These virtues, such as scientific knowledge
(episteme), art (techne), practical wisdom (phronesis), intuitive reason
(nous), and theoretical wisdom (sophia), enable us to engage in different
kinds of intellectual activity. For contemplation, nous and sophia are
particularly crucial. Nous is the faculty that apprehends first principles
and self-evident truths, while sophia is the understanding of the highest,
most universal principles. The cultivation of these virtues is a prerequisite
for engaging in the most rewarding forms of contemplation, allowing us to
grasp profound truths about the cosmos and our place within it.



The Object of Contemplation

What exactly does one contemplate? Aristotle suggests that the objects of
contemplation are the most divine and unchanging things. These include
abstract entities, fundamental laws of nature, and the ultimate causes of
existence. The subject matter is not mundane or transient but eternal and
necessary. The contemplation of these highest truths allows the mind to
connect with the divine, as God (or the Prime Mover) in Aristotle's system is
pure intellect contemplating itself. Thus, when we engage in contemplation,
we are, in a sense, imitating the activity of the divine, which is the most
excellent and fulfilling activity there is.

Why Contemplation is the Highest Good

Aristotle argues that contemplative pleasure is the highest form of pleasure
and the ultimate aim of human life for several compelling reasons. Firstly,
it is the most continuous. Unlike other activities that may be interrupted or
come to an end, intellectual activity, when pursued consistently, can be
sustained for long periods, offering an enduring source of satisfaction.
Secondly, it is the most self-sufficient. It does not depend on external
goods, the goodwill of others, or even the functioning of our bodies in the
same way that other activities do. The mind can engage in contemplation
regardless of external circumstances, making it uniquely independent.

Furthermore, contemplative activity is the most purely human activity. While
we share sensory capacities with animals, our capacity for reason and
abstract thought is what truly distinguishes us. To engage in contemplation
is to actualize our highest potential, to do what is most essentially
ourselves in the most excellent way. It’s the pinnacle of our rational
nature, and therefore, the source of our greatest fulfillment. The pleasure
derived from such an activity is not merely a byproduct but an intrinsic part
of its excellence, a sign that we are functioning at our best.

Continuity and Self-Sufficiency of Contemplation

Consider the difference between enjoying a delicious meal and dedicating
oneself to studying philosophy. The meal is a fleeting pleasure, dependent on
the availability of food and our physical state. Once consumed, its pleasure
is gone. Philosophical study, however, can be pursued for a lifetime. Even
when faced with adversity or lack of material comfort, the mind can still
engage with ideas and pursue understanding. This inherent continuity and
self-sufficiency make contemplative pleasure a robust and reliable source of
well-being, unlike the often fickle nature of pleasures derived from external
circumstances or physical sensations.



The Divine Parallel

Perhaps the most profound reason for contemplation's supremacy lies in its
parallel with the divine. Aristotle posits a divine being, the Unmoved Mover,
which is pure actuality and engaged in eternal contemplation of itself. Since
the divine is the most perfect and happy being, and its activity is
contemplation, it follows that human contemplation, which imitates this
divine activity, must be the highest form of human happiness. To contemplate
is to touch upon the eternal and the unchanging, to align oneself with the
ultimate reality, and in doing so, achieve a state of being that is as close
to divine as a human can get. This is the ultimate aspiration for a rational
being.

The Role of Reason and the Divine in
Contemplative Pleasure

Reason is the engine of contemplative pleasure. It is through our rational
faculty that we can grasp abstract concepts, analyze complex arguments, and
understand the underlying order of the universe. The exercise of reason,
particularly in its highest form of theoretical contemplation, is not merely
an intellectual exercise but a deeply fulfilling activity that connects us to
something larger than ourselves. This connection is often described as a
participation in the divine or the eternal. The more we engage our reason in
understanding truth, the more we transcend our finite, earthly existence and
partake in something more profound and lasting.

The divine, as conceived by Aristotle, is the ultimate source of being and
perfection, and its activity is pure thought. When humans engage in
contemplation, they are, in a sense, mirroring this divine activity. This
mirroring is what imbues contemplative pleasure with its unique significance.
It's not just about being smart; it's about aligning oneself with the most
perfect form of existence. This alignment brings about a deep sense of peace,
satisfaction, and fulfillment that no other activity can match. It is the
ultimate expression of our rational nature.

The Unmoved Mover and Human Contemplation

Aristotle's concept of the Unmoved Mover is crucial here. This is a purely
actual being, a thought thinking thought, eternally engaged in the most
perfect activity. It is the ultimate cause of all motion and change in the
universe but is itself unmoved. For humans, the closest we can come to this
perfect state is through our own capacity for thought. The pleasure we
experience in profound intellectual insight and understanding is a reflection
of the divine's self-sufficient bliss. Therefore, the pursuit of



contemplative pleasure is, in essence, a human attempt to emulate the divine,
to reach for the highest possible state of being.

Transcendence Through Reason

Through reason, we can move beyond the limitations of our physical bodies and
immediate circumstances. We can explore ideas, contemplate universal truths,
and achieve a kind of mental freedom that is unattainable through other
means. This mental transcendence leads to a form of pleasure that is not
dependent on external factors. It’s a joy that wells up from within, from the
active engagement of our highest faculties. This inner joy, this intellectual
bliss, is what Aristotle identifies as the most authentic and enduring form
of happiness.

Practical Implications of Aristotelian
Contemplation

While Aristotle elevates contemplation to the highest form of activity, it’s
important to understand that this doesn't necessitate a monastic or detached
life for everyone. He recognizes that most people will engage in the life of
practical virtue, contributing to society and fulfilling their roles.
However, even in a practical life, the pursuit of knowledge and understanding
can enhance our actions and provide a deeper sense of meaning. A doctor who
deeply understands physiology will likely be a better doctor. A politician
who possesses great wisdom will make better decisions.

Furthermore, for those few individuals with the leisure and aptitude,
dedicating a significant portion of their lives to contemplation is the path
to the highest eudaimonia. This implies the importance of a well-ordered
society that can support such individuals, allowing them the freedom from
material concerns to pursue intellectual endeavors. It suggests that a truly
flourishing society would value and facilitate the pursuit of wisdom, not
just practical utility. It’s about cultivating both the individual and the
collective good, with the understanding that the pursuit of truth is a noble
endeavor in itself.

The Role of Leisure

Aristotle explicitly links the contemplative life with leisure (schole). This
is not idleness but a state of being free from the necessity of labor and
mundane concerns, allowing one the time and mental space to engage in higher
pursuits. For contemplation to flourish, individuals need the opportunity to
dedicate themselves to intellectual activities. This highlights the



importance of social structures that can provide such leisure, whether
through personal wealth, societal support, or a just system that ensures
basic needs are met, freeing individuals to explore the intellectual realm.

Integrating Contemplation into a Flourishing Life

Even for those whose primary focus is on practical virtue, Aristotle's
philosophy encourages the pursuit of intellectual understanding. The more we
understand the world and ourselves, the better equipped we are to live
virtuously. This means that education, the pursuit of knowledge, and the
cultivation of a reflective mind are essential components of a good life,
even if one doesn't dedicate their entire existence to theoretical
philosophy. It’s about striving for excellence in all aspects of our being,
with reason playing a guiding role.

Challenges and Criticisms of the Contemplative
Life

While Aristotle’s argument for contemplative pleasure is compelling, it is
not without its challenges and criticisms. One common objection is its
perceived elitism. The ideal of the contemplative life, requiring leisure and
intellectual aptitude, seems inaccessible to the vast majority of people who
must focus on survival and daily labor. This raises questions about whether
Aristotle's vision of happiness is truly universal or applicable only to a
select few. How can a philosophy that prioritizes contemplation be considered
the ultimate guide for all humanity when so few can realistically attain it?

Another point of contention is the potential disconnect from practical
concerns. Critics might argue that an excessive focus on abstract truths
could lead to a neglect of pressing social issues or a disengagement from the
world of human relationships and responsibilities. While Aristotle
acknowledges the importance of practical virtue, the ultimate emphasis on
contemplation might seem to devalue the everyday struggles and joys that
constitute most human lives. Is it truly the highest good to retreat from the
world, even in pursuit of truth?

The Elitism Argument

The requirement of leisure and specific intellectual capacities for the truly
contemplative life is a significant hurdle. Many individuals, through no
fault of their own, are born into circumstances that preclude such pursuits.
This raises the question: Does Aristotle’s framework inadvertently create a
hierarchy of human value, where those engaged in intellectual pursuits are



deemed superior? Philosophers have debated for centuries how to reconcile
this apparent elitism with a desire for a more egalitarian and inclusive
understanding of human flourishing.

Practical Engagement vs. Theoretical Detachment

The ideal of detachment from worldly concerns in pursuit of abstract truth
can be seen as problematic. Critics might argue that a life solely dedicated
to contemplation risks becoming sterile or irrelevant to the practical
challenges of human existence. While Aristotle does integrate practical
virtue, the ultimate elevation of contemplation might imply that active
engagement in the world, with all its complexities and imperfections, is
somehow less valuable. This tension between the contemplative and the active
life remains a central point of discussion.

Aristotle's exploration of contemplative pleasure offers a profound and
enduring insight into the nature of happiness and the pursuit of a life well-
lived. By distinguishing between fleeting sensory gratifications and the
deep, enduring satisfaction derived from the exercise of our highest rational
capacities, he directs us towards a more meaningful and fulfilling existence.
While the practicalities and potential criticisms of his ideal are valid
points of discussion, the core message remains: true human flourishing is
found not merely in feeling good, but in being good, and in the active,
excellent engagement of our most defining human characteristic – our
intellect. The pursuit of wisdom, the contemplation of truth, is an
invitation to a life of the highest quality, a life that aligns us with the
eternal and the divine, offering the most profound and lasting joy.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is contemplative pleasure according to
Aristotle?
A: Contemplative pleasure, in Aristotelian philosophy, refers to the joy and
satisfaction derived from the exercise of the intellect through activities
like philosophical inquiry, scientific reasoning, and the contemplation of
eternal truths. It is considered the highest form of pleasure because it
engages our most distinctly human faculty, reason, in its most perfect and
continuous activity.

Q: How does contemplative pleasure relate to
eudaimonia?
A: Contemplative pleasure is the ultimate expression and component of



eudaimonia, Aristotle's concept of human flourishing or living well.
Aristotle argues that the most excellent and happy life is one lived in
accordance with virtue, and the highest virtue is found in the activity of
the intellect, leading to contemplative pleasure.

Q: Why is contemplative pleasure considered superior
to sensory pleasures?
A: Aristotle ranks contemplative pleasure above sensory pleasures because it
is more continuous, self-sufficient, and pure. Sensory pleasures are often
fleeting, tied to bodily needs, and can be accompanied by pain or deficiency,
whereas intellectual activity can be sustained and does not depend on
external circumstances.

Q: What are the key activities involved in
contemplation for Aristotle?
A: The key activities involved in contemplation for Aristotle include
theoretical reasoning, understanding fundamental principles, engaging in
scientific and philosophical inquiry, and grasping eternal truths. It is the
active use of our rational soul in its highest capacity.

Q: Does Aristotle believe everyone can achieve
contemplative pleasure?
A: While Aristotle presents the contemplative life as the highest form of
happiness, its full realization requires leisure and intellectual aptitude,
suggesting it might be more accessible to a select few. However, he also
emphasizes the importance of cultivating reason and seeking understanding in
all aspects of life, implying that elements of contemplative engagement are
beneficial for everyone.

Q: What is the role of the divine in Aristotle's
concept of contemplative pleasure?
A: Aristotle suggests that the divine, conceived as pure intellect
contemplating itself, is the ultimate example of perfect happiness. Human
contemplation, by imitating this divine activity, allows individuals to
participate in the eternal and the perfect, thus achieving the highest form
of human fulfillment.

Q: Can a person live a virtuous life without



pursuing contemplative pleasure?
A: Aristotle does believe that a person can live a virtuous life through the
practice of moral and practical virtues, engaging in just and temperate
actions. However, he argues that this life, while good, would not reach the
ultimate peak of human flourishing that is achieved through the additional
engagement in contemplative activity.

Q: What does Aristotle mean by "leisure" in the
context of contemplation?
A: For Aristotle, "leisure" (schole) is not idleness but a state of freedom
from the necessity of labor and mundane tasks, allowing individuals the time
and mental space to engage in higher intellectual pursuits like
contemplation. It is a condition necessary for the full flourishing of the
contemplative life.
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