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Notes on Rawls' Aristotelian principle
John Baggaley, March 7, 2000
What is the Aristotelian Principle? “The Aristotelian Principle is a principle of motivation” (Rawls 427). According to Rawls, Aristotle never stated the principle explicitly, but he was the first to express the idea, which is why Rawls calls it the ‘Aristotelian Principle’ and not ‘Aristotle’s Principle’. 
…Aristotelian Principle runs as follows: other things equal, human beings enjoy the exercise of their realized capacities (their innate or trained abilities), and this enjoyment increases the more the capacity is realized, or the greater its complexity. The intuitive idea here is that human beings take more pleasure in doing something as they become more proficient at it, and of two activities they do equally well, they prefer the one calling on a larger repertoire of more intricate and subtle discriminations. For example, chess is a more complicated and subtle game than checkers, and algebra is more intricate than elementary arithmetic. Thus the principle says that someone who can do both generally prefers playing chess to playing checkers, and that he would rather study algebra than arithmetic. (Rawls 426)
“There are several points to keep in mind in order to prevent misunderstandings of this principle. For one thing, it formulates a tendency and not an invariable pattern of choice, and like all tendencies it may be overridden.” (Rawls 429)
What is the significance of the Aristotelian Principle? The Aristotelian Principle is related to self-respect, a primary good. Rawls explains the importance of self-respect by saying,
On several occasions I have mentioned that perhaps the most important primary good is that of self-respect. … We may defined self-respect (or self-esteem) as having two aspects. First… it includes a person’s sense of his own value, his secure conviction that his conception of his good, his plan of life, is worth carrying out. And second, self-respect implies a confidence in one’s ability, so far as it is within one’s power, to fulfill one’s intentions. When we feel that our plans are of little value, we cannot pursue them with pleasure or take delight in their execution. Nor plagued by failure and self-doubt can we continue in our endeavors. It is clear then why self-respect is a primary good. Without it nothing may seem worth doing, or if some things have value for us, we lack the will to strive for them. All desire and activity becomes empty and vain, and we sink into apathy and cynicism.
… to characterize more fully the circumstances that support the first aspect of self-esteem, the sense of our own worth. These are essentially two: (1) having a rational plan of life, and in particular one that satisfies the Aristotelian Principle; and (2) finding our person and deeds appreciated and confirmed by others who are likewise esteemed and their association enjoyed. I assume then that someone’s plan of life will lack a certain attraction for him if it fails to call upon his natural capacities in an interesting fashion. When activities fail to satisfy the Aristotelian Principle, they are likely to seem dull and flat, and to give us no feeling of competence or a sense that they are worth doing. A person tends to be more confident of his value when his abilities are both fully realized and organized in ways of suitable complexity and refinement. (Rawls 440)
It is easy to see how the Aristotelian Principle and self-respect interact at a personal level. Rawls also explains the significance of the principle at a macro level.
For while it is true that unless our endeavors are appreciated by our associates it is impossible for us to maintain the conviction that they are worthwhile, it is also true that others tend to value them only if what we do elicits their admiration or gives them pleasure. Thus activities that display intricate and subtle talents, and manifest discrimination and refinement, are valued by both the person himself and those around him. Moreover the more someone experiences his own way of life as worth fulfilling, the more likely he is to welcome our attainments. One who is confident in himself is not grudging in the appreciation of others. Putting these remarks together, the conditions for persons respecting themselves and one another would seem to require that their common plans be both rational and complementary: they call upon their educated endowments and arouse in each a sense of mastery, and they fit together into one scheme of activity that all can appreciate and enjoy. (Rawls 441)
Rawls, John. A Theory of Justice. Belknap Press of Harvard University Press. Cambridge, MA. 1971.
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	            According to the Aristotelian Principle, one finds satisfaction in exercising a certain complex capability that they do well.  My complex capacities that bring me fulfillment and self-respect are my soccer skills. Playing soccer and practicing the skills that I have acquired throughout the years since I was five allows me to be confident in my abilities and have a certain sense that I am valuable.  I almost equally enjoy running in general and take pride in my abilities of high endurance and strength, but I enjoy playing soccer and actually running with a ball because I recognize that it is more difficult to master; the game of soccer is running and foot, head, and leg skills as well.

            I never feel as though my soccer skills are invaluable; I think they’ll assist me in maintaining a healthy life-style in the least.  Moreover, I have never been plagued by any feelings of failure or doubt after walking off the soccer field after a game or even after practice.  A find simple satisfaction with a soccer ball at my feet whether it’s sitting at my desk doing work, watching TV, or on the field.  The confidence that I exude in my soccer talent is easily appreciated by others because others see that it is a somewhat complex ability that not everyone possesses.  In possessing respect for myself and my abilities, I, in turn, can fully appreciate another’s talent.


Andrea Kopstein
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	As I was reading about the Aristotelian Principle and its idea of individuals enjoying activities that help them to realize all that they are capable of, I couldn't help but think of a certain class that all music majors have to take for four semesters. The official name of the class is aural skills, but music majors commonly refer to it as ear-training. At first I hated this class because it didn't come easily too me, and I struggled to get mediocre grades. I knew I spent more time preparing for the class than most of the students and I, unlike many of the students, attended almost every class. However, my grades were not as high as many of my classmates. For a while I was feeling very discouraged. By the end of  my second semester of this class, my world started to become a little sunnier, and I was experiencing a lot more success in this class. I would leave classes feeling good about myself for having answered questions correctly, and my test/quiz scores were significantly improved. I began enjoying coming to class and being presented with challenges that I knew I could find (sometimes creative) ways to tackle on my own. I never got to the point where I was getting 100%s on all of my assessments, but this class taught me that just because something does not come easily to me at first does not mean that I simply don't have the abilities within me to succeed. I enjoyed this class because it forced me to go the extra effort to find out just how much I was capable of. Alternatively, we all have taken classes in which we got an "easy A." I don't think we can honestly say that we enjoyed those classes more than or even as much as the classes for which we were challenged, worked to overcome our challenges, and thus realized our true capabilities and gained a higher level of self-respect. 
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	I always knew I enjoyed science and the way things tend to work with it.  During high school, I was very interactive with science courses and engaged in IB classes as well.  As I learned more and took more interest, I began watching more shows about various subjects and actually absorbing much information that probably wouldn't be  relevant to me in the near future. But I continued doing what I enjoyed and I learned as much as possible.  I took the information that I had and participated in a summer camp where I learned how to interact with younger children of various ages.  While learning all of these skills, I was asked to coordinate a biology camp for the kids because I had a background of various sciences. I agreed and the camp passed with ease. It was fun for both me and the children and I learned more due to studying and further researching.  The Aristotelian Principle was applied here because I learned what I enjoyed and learned even more than I thought I would, thus allowing me to learn that I do enjoy teaching and the passion for science will never subside.  


Christopher Russo
Posted date: Saturday, May 30, 2009 12:59:08 PM EDT
Last modified date: Saturday, May 30, 2009 12:59:08 PM EDT
Total views: 10  Your views: 3 

	


	Coming into high school, I had to make a difficult choice concerning my future in sports: continue to play soccer (which I excelled at) or focus solely on basketball (which I wasn't as good at compared to soccer, but I enjoyed playing much, much more). In the end, I sacrificed all chances to receive a possible soccer scholarship for college in order to play basketball. Looking back, I didn't know there was a specific name to this idea, but that's funny to hear about it now because I made that decision for the same reasons Aristotle mentions. Firstly, as a goalie, I didn't have the freedom to play other positions on the soccer pitch like I did playing basketball, where I played almost all positions (guard, forward, center). The intricacies of basketball gave me more pleasure in doing such. Secondly, I received more appreciation from basketball (or so I would think) than from soccer, especially because the coaches raved about my hustle and determination (in fact, my head varsity coach said he wanted me on the team when no other coaches thought I was varsity material). The idea of feeling wanted and appreciated made the decision, in hindsight, much more tolerable to play basketball instead of soccer.
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	As a young boy I was very adept in Social Studies and History. It was one subject that I naturally excelled in, having always struggled in English and Math related courses. My family has a very long and rich history that was readily shared whenever I was with my Grandfathers. All three of them would tell me stories of eras past, instilling in me a passion that has lead me to my field of studies today. History, I learned, was more than dates and dead leaders; it was about humans and their journeys through life. In my senior year of High School I decided to take the U.S. Government and U.S. History AP Exams, problem was my school didn’t offer history AP exams. I was so determined to take it that I was granted permission to teach myself the information I would need to know and take the exam. For months I studied and learned and took the exam alone in our library. The work paid off I received 5’s on both exams, this experience fortified my desire to study International Affairs because I had learned of the history and dedication to knowledge. As Rawls says, we are more satisfied in fields of work were our “abilities are both fully realized and organized in ways of suitable complexity and refinement.” My passion for history and the personal aspect of it drives me to learn as much as I can so I may help others better their lives.
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	After reviewing the Aristotelian Principle, one statement caught my eye: Satisfaction is found in exercising a certain complex capacity that an individual does well. My certain complex capacity that brings me self-respect and fulfillment are the baseball skills I possess. In playing baseball my entire life (even at the collegiate level), I have grown to be confident in all aspects of the game as well as show countless people that I am an effective, productive person. I enjoy the game of baseball because many individuals recognize the game as being difficult and hard to play. With baseball you have to be coordinated and use every part of your body. My skills (not just physical skills) are definitely intangible. The ability to stay physically fit as well as making quick, smart decisions has allowed me to succeed in something I have put innumerable hours into. The gratification that the game has given me is enough in itself. In giving 100% every time I pick-up a baseball, the game has given me the ability to be a better teammate, be more confident in myself, and respect others. With this being said, I can easily value other individual’s feelings, beliefs, and values for the game of baseball. 


