Honours Course: Contemplative Inquiries
Course outline

Source: The Center for Contemplative Mind and Society www.contemplativemind.org
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1. Details
Minimum / Maximum

20 / 30

number of students:
Academic year:

2021/2022

Semester:

2

Period:

TBD

Days & Time:

TBD

Dates:

TBD

Number of

11 (9 module sessions + 2 day workshops)

meetings:
Location:

TBD

Credits:

6

Course

Maja Wrzesien, Pieter-Bas Prins (to be confirmed)

Coordinators:
Hosting Faculty:

Behavioural and Movement Sciences (to be confirmed)
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2. Lecturers
(1) MSc. Pieter-Bas Prins
Vrije Universiteit, Faculty of Behavioural and Movement Sciences
●

A psychological perspective - stress coping with mindfulness

●

A philosophical perspective

●

A religious perspective

(2) Dr. Heleen Slagter
Vrije Universiteit, Faculty of Behavioural and Movement Sciences, Cognitive Psychology
●

A neuroscientific perspective

(3) Drs. Max van der Linden
University of Amsterdam, Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, Psychological
Methods & Honours Coordinator Psychology
●

A psychological perspective - the science of happiness

(4) Dr. Martijn van Beek
Aarhus University, Department of Anthropology
●

An anthropological perspective

(5) Dr. Christina van Dyke
Professor Emerita at Calvin College, Michigan, Department of Philosophy
●

A historical perspective

(6) Dr. Marieke van Vugt
University of Groningen, Faculty of Science and Engineering, Cognitive Modeling
●

A perspective on analytical meditation

(7) Drs. Ties van de Werff
Maastricht University, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
●

A perspective on challenges in contemplative science
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3. Coordination and Cohesion of the Lectures
By embracing the philosophy of Perspectival Education, this course divides its content into three
consecutive modules: lectures and practicums revolving around (1) the self & identity; (2) the
other & diversity; and (3) the world & solidarity. The main aim of such an approach is to
encourage

perspective-taking,

which

goes

hand-in-hand with the holistic nature of

contemplative practices. By starting at the level of the self, the student gets a look into their own
phenomenology, before expanding and relating this view to others’ perspectives, as well as
globally-focused questions. Different topics within contemplative inquiry are matched and placed
within this framework to encourage discussion and active engagement suited for the respective
perspective. The course coordinator will be present at all times, to introduce topics, mediate
discussion, and guide practical techniques. The purpose of this is to provide a central thread to
the variety of topics at hand, integrating diverse topics and practices in a cohesive manner.
Canvas will be used for the coordination of all practical details.

4. Main course Elements and Concepts
Multi- and Interdisciplinarity: Lectures span a wide range of topics which relate to
contemplative practices, and the main aim of discussions, workshops, and assessment is the
integration of these to form the student’s own inquiry.
Perspectivism: The course structure encourages perspective-taking by focusing on how
contemplation relates to matters of the self, other, and world.

5. Course structure
Introductory workshop
In this introductory workshop students will be familiarized with the concept of contemplation and
the implementation of contemplative practices in education. The workshop will also work as
expectation alignment between course coordinators and students and to create a safe
environment for the course as a whole. Support groups will also be formed during this
introduction day, in which students will work actively throughout the course.
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Module 1: The individual.
In this module, focus is placed on identity. By approaching contemplative topics of
self-awareness, self-consciousness, and phenomenology, students will gain knowledge and
tools to reflect on and engage in discussion about their own unique way of perceiving the world
around them.
(1) A psychological perspective – stress coping with mindfulness
In this session, students will firstly become acquainted with the currently existing
evidence-based mindfulness interventions, and how to use them to cope with stress.
Subsequently, they will engage in a critical discussion about their own views on such
interventions, as well as engage in some fundamental practical techniques underlying
them.
Study material:
➢ Kabat‐Zinn, J. (2003). Mindfulness‐based interventions in context: past, present, and
future. Clinical psychology: Science and practice, 10(2), 144-156.

(2) A psychological perspective – the science of happiness
What does it mean to be happy, and what does contemplation have to do with it?
Modern psychotherapies have been the Western world’s solution to a decline in general
well-being. In this session, students will be provided with an overview of how
contemplation can be used as a tool to increase psychological well-being, as well as
analyse the definition and construct of happiness by placing it in the context of their own
lives.
Study material:
➢ Stearns, P. N. (2012). The history of happiness. Harvard business review, 90(1-2),
104-109.
➢ Bergsma, A., Poot, G., & Liefbroer, A. C. (2008). Happiness in the garden of Epicurus.
Journal of happiness studies, 9(3), 397-423.

(3) A neuroscientific perspective
How does contemplation relate to the brain and cognition? In this lecture, Heleen Slagter
will present her recent work, where she and colleagues propose a theoretical framework
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accounting for the capacity of meditation to change the plasticity of the mind.
Subsequently,

students

will

engage

in

discussion

about

the implications of

neuroscientific findings on the subjective experience of contemplation.
Study material:
➢ Laukkonen, R., Dr., & Slagter, H. A. (2020, November 17). From many to one: Meditation
and the plasticity of the predictive mind. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/5sw6m

Module 2: The other.
This module focuses on diversity. What are the differences between contemplative practices
from different traditions? What can we learn from other’s experiences with contemplation? How
can we shift our perspectives from the self to the other?
(1) A philosophical perspective
In this session students will be introduced to the ancient Greek philosophical traditions of
contemplation, where philosophy was rather seen as a way of life, than a field of study.
Through Socratic dialogues as a contemplative practice students will train their ability to
authentic wondering and perspective taking.
Study material:
➢ Hansen, Finn Thorbjørn. “The Call and Practices of Wonder: How to Evoke a Socratic
Community of Wonder in Professional Settings,” pp. 217-244 in Michael Noah Weiss
(Ed.), The Socratic Handbook: Dialogue Methods for Philosophical Practice, vol. 9.
Zürich: LIT Verlag.
➢ Shusterman, Richard. 2013 “Philosophy as a way of life as textual and more than textual
practice”. Pp. 40-56 in Philosophy as a Way of Life: Ancients and Moderns. Michael
Chase, Stephen R.L. Clark & Michael McGhee (eds.). London: John Wiley & Sons.
E-book!

(2) A religious perspective
In this session the focus will be on the different religious heritages that contemplative
practices such as mindfulness and meditation derives. Students will be introduced to
various aspects of contemplation spanning from the East to the West. This perspective
will help the students to understand the origins of the practices they themselves engage
in during the course, but also alternative practices that can be explored.
Study material:
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➢ Overview text: Wallace, Alan. 2009. “The origins of contemplation.” Pp. 8-13 in Mind in
the Balance: Meditation in Science, Buddhism, and Christianity. New York: Columbia
University Press.
➢ Christian context: Merton, Thomas. 1971. Ch. V: “Renewal and discipline” pp. 98-116.
Contemplation in a World of Action. London: George Allan & Unwin, Ltd.
➢ Islamic context: Mahmood, Saba. 2001. ”Rehearsed spontaneity and the conventionality
of ritual: disciplines of salat”, in AIR, 121-141.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3094937?origin=JSTOR-pdf&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
➢ Tibetan buddhism: Lopez, Jr., Donald S. 1997. “Introduction” pp. 3-38 in Religions of
Tibet in Practice. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
➢ Zen buddhism: Suzuki, Shunryo. 1993 (1978). "Part 1: Right practice", pp. 25-52 in Zen
Mind – Beginner’s Mind. New York & Tokyo: Weatherhill.

(3) Analytical meditation perspective
In this session Marieke van Vugt will introduce students to the concept of analytical
meditation, which is typically practiced in monastic buddhist traditions. This form of
meditation is interactive and dyadic, and is thus quite different from traditionally studied
meditation. Students will become familiar with Marieke's research on inter-brain
synchrony and practice analytical meditation themselves to experience how their
knowledge can be deepened in interaction with others.
Study material:
➢ van Vugt, M., Pollock, J., Johnson, B., Gyatso, K., Norbu, N., Looe, T., Gyaltsen, T.,
Phuntsok, L., Thakchoe, J., Khechok, J., Lobsang, J., Tenzin, L., Gyaltsen, J., Moye, A.,
& Fresco, D. (2020). Inter-brain Synchronization in the Practice of Tibetan Monastic
Debate.

Module 3: The world.
This module focuses on solidarity. It combines the other modules and aims to provide a holistic
understanding of contemplation. It accepts and explores contradictions and lastly should inspire
each student to find creative applications of contemplation for their respective research fields.
(1) An anthropological perspective
In this session, Martijn van Beek will explore the effects and role of contemplative
practices in modern societies. It will explore how contemplative traditions negotiate the
challenges and possibilities of modern society and how scientific research and normative
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secularism inform the emergence of new forms of contemplative life, community and
practice.
Study Material:
➢ Kirmayer, L. J. (2015). Mindfulness in cultural context. Transcultural Psychiatry, 52(4),
447–469. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363461515598949

➢ Van Beek, Martijn. 2019. “All in the Brain? Contemplative Life and the Anatomical
Theatre of the Mind.” Pp. 14-23 in Petrine Vinje (Ed.) Anthology – Anatomical Theatre.
Oslo: Uten Tittel.
➢ https://podcast.mindandlife.org/tanya-luhrmann/

(2) A historical perspective
Christina van Dyke will introduce some historical notions of contemplation with the
example of medieval mysticism. Exploring how history shaped modern notions of
contemplation will expand the conversation around contemplation by scaling with the
factor time. This will contribute to the goal of achieving a holistic understanding of
contemplation.
Study Material:
➢ Dyke, C. V. (2018). What Has History to Do with Philosophy? Insights from the Medieval
Contemplative Tradition. In Philosophy and the Historical Perspective (pp. 155–170).
British Academy. https://doi.org/10.5871/bacad/9780197266298.003.0010

(3) A perspective on challenges in contemplative science
This session applies a critical synthesis and analysis to prior acquired knowledge
surrounding contemplation. (How) Can contemplation be harmful? How does
popularization influence contemplative communities and practices?
Study Material:
➢ Van Dam, N. T., van Vugt, M. K., Vago, D. R., Schmalzl, L., Saron, C. D., Olendzki, A., ...
& Meyer, D. E. (2018). Mind the hype: A critical evaluation and prescriptive agenda for
research on mindfulness and meditation. Perspectives on psychological science, 13(1),
36-61.

Conclusive workshop
In this conclusive workshop students and coordinators will have the chance to wrap up the
course together. An integrative discussion about controversies within contemplative research
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will be modulated. An evaluation group reflection will form the basis for further development of
the course.

6. Course Description
Contemplation, or the act of perceiving one's mental reality or a reality beyond the sensational
perceptions, has been a fundamental interest of humanity, and in particular religions and other
spiritual communities. Western individualization and polarization have created a strong demand
for re-connecting individuals with the purpose of being and further a sense of belonging as the
social species we are. Contemplation here represents a straightforward approach of satisfying
this demand without disregarding the uniqueness of each human but rather embracing it. It
further can reconcile the notion of uniqueness with collective experiences and identities,
increasing cohesion and the sense of belonging.
This course invites students to embrace a curious exploration of mind and life, as well as
learn and speculate about recent scientific discoveries pertaining to contemplative practices.
Students explore the roots of contemplation and review recent interdisciplinary research through
various lenses - Philosophy, Social Anthropology, Clinical Psychology, Neuroscience, Cognitive
Science, Religious Studies, and more. Alongside, students are introduced to practical exercises
of contemplative practices which might resonate with modern life situations as well as impacting
the life of the individual and their community. A contextualization of modern mindfulness and its
popularization is discussed to provide students with critical tools to engage with and participate
in ongoing debates of the contemplative research field.
In order to provide long-term impact for students’ life, we offer dedicated resources
aiming towards integrating contemplation in daily lives as well as work and academic research.
First person and third person perspectives form a holistic understanding of contemplation while
also providing students with the tools and knowledge to further practice an inquiry of
themselves. By promoting a perspectival model of education, students engage with their
individual perception of their surroundings, learn how to understand and benefit from alternative
perspectives, and develop a multi-faceted perception for issues of any scope with the ultimate
goal of revising one’s understanding of truth and experience.

10

7. Learning Outcomes of the Course

●

Familiarize students with contemplative practices including but not limited to meditation and
mindfulness techniques.

●

Engage with and reflect on the experience of awareness and how, through consistent
practice, some degree of control can be acquired.

●

Apply contemplative practices to aspects of students’ daily lives, in interactions with others,
and in global questions.

●

Achieve an interdisciplinary understanding of contemplative science, including insights from
neuroscience, (positive) psychology, anthropology, religion, philosophy and cognitive science.

●

Understand and apply a perspectival approach to education, illustrated with contemplation.

●

Foster the ability of using acquired interdisciplinary knowledge and practices in
non-educational contexts.

●

Raise awareness of the historical development of (East-Asian) contemplative practices and
conversations, specifically regarding the popularization of contemplation in the West.

●

Explore how aforementioned insights and experiences can be integrated into students’ own
fields of research.

8. Teaching Methods and Working Formats
In the introductory workshop, guided by the course coordinator(s), students are introduced to
various techniques, and the fundamental principles, of contemplative practices.
Support groups: during the introductory workshop, students are allocated within small
support-groups (3-4 students each). These are used throughout the course to facilitate a
comfortable atmosphere, wherein students are encouraged to help each other throughout the
practical workshops, and to reflect together about the various topics introduced throughout the
course.
Within each module session, there are three components:
(1) Expertise
Lectures given by experts in various fields related to contemplative practices.
Presentation of various research provides students with a holistic view of the
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evidence-base

within

contemplation,

and

provides

a

demonstration

of

how

contemplation can be applied to various research disciplines.
(2) Discussion
Discussion about key topics and issues related to the respective expert session is
carried out. Students are prepared for these discussions through their contribution to a
discussion forum on Canvas. Discussion is mediated by the course coordinator, or,
alternatively, the expert of the topic at hand. Reflection over course and lecture material,
and their relation to the student’s own experience and opinions aims to encourage
critical thinking and
(3) Practicum
Students are guided in various contemplative practices that relate to the theme of the
session. A general instruction of the technique is given by the course coordinator, after
which students practice and reflect on this technique within their support group. This
teaching format embraces experiential learning, wherein students are able to actively
engage in and relate their contemplative inquiry to their own lives.
Lastly, the conclusive workshop will be a practical workshop aimed at wrapping up the learned
contemplative practices. This is guided by the course coordinator(s). This session will take place
during a whole day (approx. 6 hours), and will be an excursion (location to be determined).

9. Relevance of the Course
Education that prescribes a machine-view of the world, where the goal is reproduction rather
than creation and advancement of knowledge, has left students feeling disconnected from the
purpose of education. A main issue to tackle is the increased need of courses with a lasting
impact. By embracing creative inquiry, this course has been developed to allow students to
actively engage with new knowledge, reflect over their own (learning) experiences, and embody
new ideas. This approach is particularly relevant for the needs of both honors students and the
honors program: a mix between academic and experiential learning gives room for both
self-reflection and challenging inquiry over interdisciplinary topics; the small-scale class as well
as small support groups provide room for personal interactions and debate in an open
atmosphere; and personal application of learning material to topics of the self, other, and the
world provides students with a feeling of impact of learning. By embracing Perspectival
12

Education, the course aims to provide tools for students to reflect over their own learning and
experience and perceive their (personal and academic) world through the lens of different
perspectives. Skills that can also be used to adopt a more holistic approach when returning to
their own scientific fields.

10. Practical Information
Workshops
Some expenses might be tied to transportation to the location of the workshops which will take
place outside of the campus.

11. Study Materials
Scientific papers for each lecture
Session 1:
➢ Kabat‐Zinn, J. (2003). Mindfulness‐based interventions in context: past, present, and future.
Clinical psychology: Science and practice, 10(2), 144-156.

Session 2:
➢ Stearns, P. N. (2012). The history of happiness. Harvard business review, 90(1-2), 104-109.
➢ Bergsma, A., Poot, G., & Liefbroer, A. C. (2008). Happiness in the garden of Epicurus. Journal of
happiness studies, 9(3), 397-423.

Session 3:
➢ Laukkonen, R., Dr., & Slagter, H. A. (2020, November 17). From many to one: Meditation and the
plasticity of the predictive mind. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/5sw6m

Session 4:
➢ Hansen, Finn Thorbjørn. “The Call and Practices of Wonder: How to Evoke a Socratic Community
of Wonder in Professional Settings,” pp. 217-244 in Michael Noah Weiss (Ed.), The Socratic
Handbook: Dialogue Methods for Philosophical Practice, vol. 9. Zürich: LIT Verlag.
➢ Shusterman, Richard. 2013 “Philosophy as a way of life as textual and more than textual
practice”. Pp. 40-56 in Philosophy as a Way of Life: Ancients and Moderns. Michael Chase,
Stephen R.L. Clark & Michael McGhee (eds.). London: John Wiley & Sons. E-book!
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Session 5:
➢ Wallace, Alan. 2009. “The origins of contemplation.” Pp. 8-13 in Mind in the Balance: Meditation
in Science, Buddhism, and Christianity. New York: Columbia University Press.
➢ Merton, Thomas. 1971. Ch. V: “Renewal and discipline” pp. 98-116. Contemplation in a World of
Action. London: George Allan & Unwin, Ltd.
➢ Mahmood, Saba. 2001. ”Rehearsed spontaneity and the conventionality of ritual: disciplines of
salat”,

in

AIR,

121-141.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3094937?origin=JSTOR-pdf&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
➢ Lopez, Jr., Donald S. 1997. “Introduction” pp. 3-38 in Religions of Tibet in Practice. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.
➢ Suzuki, Shunryo. 1993 (1978). "Part 1: Right practice", pp. 25-52 in Zen Mind – Beginner’s Mind.
New York & Tokyo: Weatherhill.

Session 6:
➢ van Vugt, M., Pollock, J., Johnson, B., Gyatso, K., Norbu, N., Looe, T., Gyaltsen, T., Phuntsok, L.,
Thakchoe, J., Khechok, J., Lobsang, J., Tenzin, L., Gyaltsen, J., Moye, A., & Fresco, D. (2020).
Inter-brain Synchronization in the Practice of Tibetan Monastic Debate.

Session 7:
➢ Kirmayer, L. J. (2015). Mindfulness in cultural context. Transcultural Psychiatry, 52(4), 447–469.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363461515598949
➢ Van Beek, Martijn. 2019. “All in the Brain? Contemplative Life and the Anatomical Theatre of the
Mind.” Pp. 14-23 in Petrine Vinje (Ed.) Anthology – Anatomical Theatre. Oslo: Uten Tittel.
➢ https://doi.org/10.1080/14639947.2011.564835https://podcast.mindandlife.org/tanya-luhrmann/

Session 8:
➢ Dyke, C. V. (2018). What Has History to Do with Philosophy? Insights from the Medieval
Contemplative Tradition. In Philosophy and the Historical Perspective (pp. 155–170). British
Academy. https://doi.org/10.5871/bacad/9780197266298.003.0010

Session 9:
➢ Van Dam, N. T., van Vugt, M. K., Vago, D. R., Schmalzl, L., Saron, C. D., Olendzki, A., ... &
Meyer, D. E. (2018). Mind the hype: A critical evaluation and prescriptive agenda for research on
mindfulness and meditation. Perspectives on psychological science, 13(1), 36-61.
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Other scientific papers
Workshop 1:
➢ Zajonc, A. (2016). Contemplation in Education. In K. A. Schonert-Reichl & R. W. Roeser (Eds.),
Handbook

of

Mindfulness

in

Education

(pp.

17–28).

Springer

New

York.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4939-3506-2_2

Neuroscience meta-analyses:
➢ Fox, K. C. R., Nijeboer, S., Dixon, M. L., Floman, J. L., Ellamil, M., Rumak, S. P., … Christoff, K.
(2014). Is meditation associated with altered brain structure? A systematic review and
meta-analysis of morphometric neuroimaging in meditation practitioners. Neuroscience &
Biobehavioral Reviews, 43, 48–73. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2014.03.016
➢ Tang, Y.-Y., Hölzel, B. K., & Posner, M. I. (2015). The neuroscience of mindfulness meditation.
Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 16(4), 213–225. https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn3916

Workshop 2:
➢ Maex, E. (2011). The Buddhist roots of mindfulness training: A practitioners view. Contemporary
Buddhism, 12(1), 165–175. https://doi.org/10.1080/14639947.2011.564835

Recommended material
Films:
➢ The Dhamma Brothers (2007) - Documentary
➢ Doing Time, Doing Vipassana (1997) - Documentary
➢ The Mind, Explained - Mindfulness (2019) - Netflix documentary

Podcasts:
➢ Mind & Life podcast: https://www.mindandlife.org/insights/mind-life-podcast/

Apps:
➢ Insight Timer: https://insighttimer.com/
Guide on how to use it: https://csc.virginia.edu/page/csc%E2%80%99s-guide-using-insight-timer
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12. Assessment Methods
Weekly discussion contributions on Canvas (completion contributes to final
grade)
Two weekly contributions to be submitted on Canvas:
-

One discussing material presented in previous lectures (i.a. connecting new knowledge
with overall course concepts)

-

One contributing with questions for debate in the following lecture

Written research based assignment (graded)
Individual written assignment where students analyse and discuss one or more perspectives of
scientific evidence or research given in presented in the course and combining it with viewpoints
from the student’s own scientific field. An example could be to describe and use evidence from
neuroscience to support scientific research about mindfulness in developmental psychology. Or
discuss perspectives of Western and Eastern contemplative practices integrating historical,
ethnographic, or anthropological research to understand differences and similarities between
cultural and religious debates.

Qualitative interview (pass/fail)
Group assignment for groups of 3-4 students formed in the beginning of the course. A formal
semi-structured interview of approximately 5-10 minutes should be conducted in a two-by-two
matrix within the group following provided guidelines. The interview should include questions
about the other student’s experiences with contemplative inquiries throughout the course and
reflections about contemplative inquiries in general, with reference to course material. The
recorded data should be analysed and a report including carefully chosen quotes from the
interview (max. 10 pages) should be handed in by the deadline.

Reflective insights (pass/fail)
Individual or group free assignment reflecting some insights students might have had during the
course. The form of presentation may vary from student to student and creative outcomes are
encouraged. This could be in the form of a verbal presentation, artistic presentation including

16

performance, visual, or auditory output, written presentation including essay or poetry form. The
reflective insights will be presented in class at the end of the course.

13. Study Load and Composition
Honours course of 6 ECTS (6 x 28 hours = 168 hours):
(1) Introductory and conclusive workshop: 12 hours (2 x 6 hours)
(2) Module sessions: 27 hours (9 x 3 hours)
(3) Preparation: 40 hours
(a) Articles: 36 hours (18 articles x 2 hours per article)
(b) Video/podcast material: 4 hours (?)
(4) Assessment and participation: 59 hours
(a) Weekly discussion contribution: 11 hours (1 hour per week)
(b) Research paper: 25 hours
(c) Interview: 15 hours
(d) Reflection: 8 hours
(5) Contemplation practice at home: 30 hours (2.5 hours per week)
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