
Arms and the Polis 

by Aristotle 

t is not without a certain reluctance that I I address the Arms Control and Disarma- 
ment Agency. While flattered and somewhat astonished 
that you would be interested in the musings of an old 
Greek whose life’s span reaches back over two millennia, 
I am aware of some enormous difficulties and complexi- 
ties (aporiae, I used to call them). The nature of modern 
weaponry, for example, and the extent of its destructive 
power far outstrip anything we could have imagined. 
Furthermore, the modern world contrasts so sharply 
with my times that 1 wonder if  anything I said or could 
say would be relevant. The Greek city was small-delib- 

-erately so, in  order to give citizens the opportunity to be 
involved in its decisions and acts. The most complex 
nation-state of today makes such participatory democra- 
cy almost impossible; hence, the wisdom of the former 
age shatters against the very size of the modern political 
entity. There is a danger, then, in  calling me down off 
the shelf. You might see how musty I have become. 

No matter. Philosophers are not the sort. to shrink 
from intellectual challenge. especially when it could lead 
to human transformation. I have advised Philip of Mace- 
don and even tutored his son Alexander. If  then I 
“played the taws upon the bottom of a king of kings” 
(pardon the anachronism), should I cower from the 
Vances and the Brezhnevs? The efficacy of wise speech 
will undoubtedly be the same for these modern giants as 
i t  was for those ancient heroes; that is, minimal at best. 
Still, speak I must. And, as a philosopher, what I speak 
of are the timeless principles of Justice, Truth, and 
Wisdom that bridge the span of ancient and modern, 
spears and MIRVs. And it is from that perspective that I 
shall speak. 

Any investigation of an issue like arms control neces- 
sitates that we first survey the issue and its causes, then 
discuss what principles might be relevant, and, finally 
suggest some practical solutions. 
This and the following article are first in a series gathered for 
Worldview by George S .  Weigel, Jr., and the World Without 
War Council of Greater Seattle, under a grant from the Wash- 
ington Commission for the Humanities. Francis Kane was 
interpreter for Aristotle. 

HE ISSUES: Nuclear weaponry is a high- T ly technical and complex field, and, as I 
have already said, I do not pretend to understand it. 
ABM, MIRV, cruise-they are not Greek to me! Still, 
their intent is quite clear. They are weapons of destruc- 
tion, of war. They are the final arbiters in disputes 
among sovereign states. They are, in essence, supposed 
to be for you what more conventional arms were for us: 
means to an end. For us the end was the conduct of 
military affairs, which, in itself, was only a means 
toward a further end-defense of the city. But even 
defense of the city was not the final end but rather the 
means to the establishment of a goal that was an end in 
itself-the good life of the city and its citizens. 

Demonstration of the essentially goal-oriented char- 
acter of weapons is not difficult. One can imagine a state 
without the need for arms that is a good state. But a 
well-defended state is not necessarily a good one. 
“Hence,” as I say in my Politics. “although warlike 
pursuits are generally to be deemed honorable, [they] 
are not the supreme end of all things, but only means.” 
For this reason I advised the legislator that he should 
“direct all his military and other measures to the provi- 
sion of leisure and the establishment of peace.” 

That situation no longer holds in today’s world. 
Because of their immense destructive capacity, nuclear 
weapons have far outstripped the goal of defense and the 
preservation of the good life. What kind of defense or 
victory could be achieved in a nuclear holocaust? The 
very means to achieve the goal would result in the goal’s 
utter destruction. It  makes a Greek’s heart shudder to 
think of the terribly ominous irrationality of such a 
situation. 

Recognizing the dangers, political leaders have tried 
to orient such weapons toward a more rational end- 
deterrence. There is a certain logic in that. The reality of 
nuclear war is so horrible and its consequences so devas- 
tating that each state is deterred from initiating such a 
war. The more powerful one’s arsenal, the more able one 
is to deter the other from triggering the holocaust. But 
the irrationality won’t disappear. In order to achieve 
peace, one does not keep stockpiling and proliferating 
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the weapons of war, weapons that have lost any ability to 
achieve their natural end of defense. While deterrence 
may make some sense, its whole premise is that weapons 
will be used if the situation occurs that “justifies” push- 
ing the button (e.g., an attack from another state). So we 
are still left with the practical contradiction of justifying 
the use of weapons that destroy the very goal that justi- 
fies them. To argue that because we have the weapons 
does not mean we will eventually use them-well, that 
runs counter to the experience of human nature from 
my age to yours. 

Besides its irrational logic, deterrence creates another 
curious situation. Weapons have become politicized. For 
us Greeks, violence and the instruments of violence were 
nonpolitical. Weapons were aneu-logou. without 
speech, and speech was the essential component of polit- 
ical life. Viblence belonged on or outside the city walls, 
not inside them, where that persuasion which respects the 
freedom and equality of citizens reigned. Today, howev- 
er, nuclear weapons have become an integral part of the 
political scene. Like an international currency, they are 
bought, sold, exchanged, and negotiated. Unlike curren- 
cy, however, where losses can be reversed or catastro- 
phies confined, nuclear weapons, once detonated, leave 
us with irreversible and universal catastrophe. Those 
so-called realists who think the unthinkable, calculate 
the incalculable, and predict the unpredictable, only lull 
us into a false security. For all their precise projections 
of losses and damage in nuclear strikes, they forget the 
essential unpredictability of human action. Perhaps the 
only predictable outcome of nuclear war would be the 
devastation of life. Given this prospect, clearly the game 
cannot continue. But how is it to be stopped, or, to ask a 
prior question, is it to be stopped at all? 

RINCIPLES: Possibly not. To move in the P direction of a solution would mean recog- 
nition of certain universal principles that transcend the 
sovereign autonomy of individual states. While that 
seems unlikely, two possible developments could over- 
come that atomized, national sovereignty which recog- 
nizes no law or principle other than a state’s self- 
interest. 

First of all, an irruption of moral principles into the 
international political order might heal the rupture that 
has split politics and ethics since my time, and this 
could, in turn, lead to the recognition of the ethical 
necessity of nuclear disarmament. Such hope may 
appear quixotic (again, pardon the anachronism), but 
recent developments in your country demonstrate that 
the expectation is not without precedent. 

Secondly, and more realistically, nations might even- 
tually realize that it is to their advantage to broaden 
their concept of self-interest. I f  the ultimate end of the 
state is the good life. and if the only way to insure the 
good life is to sacrifice some autonomy, then perhaps 
international binding agreements to limit and reduce 
arms might become possible. I t  is to the credit of your 
Founding Fathers that Americans would recognize the 
binding authority of any such international agreements. 
I have long prided myself on my collection and knowl- 
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“If one thing bas not changed 
since my day it is the reluctance 
of citizens to pronounce their 
philosophers as kings. ” 

edge of constitutions, and I note that yours is one of the 
few modern constitutions that does not claim absolute 
sovereignty but rather acknowledges as its own law any 
international agreement to which the U.S. is legally 
bound. 

However, logical as these considerations may seem, I 
am well aware that men do not act according to the 
sweet voice of reason. Persuading Vance and Brezhnev 
and all the other present and future members of the 
nuclear club would be like trying to dissuade Philip and 
Alexander from conquering, or barbarians from plun- 
dering, or cities from harassing philosophers. 

Still, if a miracle of enlightenment were to occur (and 
they do occasionally) and negotiations were to begin in 
earnest, then the philosopher waiting in the wings could 
introduce the principle that could guide such delibera- 
tions-justice. For as I said in my Politics, “justice is the 
bond of men in states,” and the administration of justice 
“is the principle of order in political society.” The 
dictates of justice would assure that each nation is fairly 
and equitably treated and that no nation achieves an 
unnatural and unmerited superiority. How that princi- 
ple would apply in the concrete involves the consider- 
ation of a preeminent political virtue: practical wisdom. 

Practical wisdom is that ability, rare in statesmen and 
citizens, to apply and adapt sound principles to the 
concrete specifics of a situation in such a way that the 
course of action adopted is both feasible and supportive 
of the good life, the life of excellence. The wise practical 
man is neither a dogmatist blindly applying principles to 
unruly situations nor a pragmatist who reacts to situa- 
tions without a coherent set of values. To illustrate from 
your recent history, the man of practical wisdom 

eschews the dogmatic jingoism of a Dulles in the Fifties 
as well as the amorphous practicality of a McNamara in 
the Sixties. To  wed practicality with principle is a task 
that may be functionally impossible, but is, in principle, 
necessary. 

OLUTIONS: Philosophy can provide no S specific solutions to the arms race. 
Thought, of itself, can never initiate action. That must 
be left to the citizen and the statesman who operate in 
the concrete interplay of forces and interests. Still, there 
is an old practical guideline of ours that is today much 
maligned and little understood-the ideal of the golden 
mean. The Greek idea of the mean is not a wishy-washy 
compromise between good and evil but, rather, a good 
that avoids evil excesses. In the case of arms control, the 
mean would dictate that the negotiating parties would 
steer a course between aggressive arms superiority and 
passivistic unilateral disarmament. No nation would be 
expected to render itself helpless before its foe. On the 
other hand, the attempt to achieve nuclear superiority 
can be justified neither practically nor in principle. A 
strategy that would diminish the threat of nuclear war 
without your nation becoming overly vulnerable would 
be the mean that might well be achievable. The practical 
working out of this proposal I leave to the statesmen ... 
with one caution. 

In a democracy, at least in our Greek example, the 
citizens played an essential role in all the major decisions 
that affected their lives. Given the fact that each citi- 
zen’s survival is at stake in arms negotiations, it is 
doubly. urgent that today’s democratic states involve 
their citizens in these momentous decisions. There has 
been a dangerous escalation, not only of the arms race, 
but of the degree,of privacy in which arms diplomacy 
has been waged. I grant that negotiations are delicate 
and, at times, demand secrecy, but the principles and 
general direction of these negotiations should not be put 
solely into the hands of diplomats who whisper behind 
closed doors. It is dangerous enough when citizens of a 
democracy give up their right of self-determination in a 
particular area, but when the issue is global security, the 
result could be catastrophic. 

At any rate, I am well aware of the difficulty of the 
task, and I doubt the efficacy of dusting old Aristotle 
off. I f  one thing has not changed since my day it is the 
reluctance of citizens to pronounce their philosophers as 
kings, or even, for that matter, wise. 


