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States Second Special Session on Disar 
mament. (The Pope first situated the 
problem of deterrence within the context of 
world politics. No power, he observes, will 
admit to wishing to start a war. but each 
distrusts others and considers it necessary to 
mount a strong defense against attack.) He 
then discusses the notion of deterrence: 

Many even think that such 
preparations constitute the way — even 
the only way — to safeguard peace in 
some fashion or at least to impede to the 
utmost in an efficacious way the outbreak 
of wars, especially major conflicts which 
might lead to the ultimate holocaust of 
humanity and the destruction of the 
civilization that man has constructed so 
laboriously over the centuries. 

In this approach one can see the 
"philosophy of peace" which was 
proclaimed in the ancient Roman prin­
ciple: Si vis pacem, para bellum. Put in 
modern terms, this "philosophy" has the 
label of "deterrence" and one can find it in 
various guises of the search for a "balance 
of forces" which sometimes has been 
called, and not without reason, the 
"balance of terror." 

Having offered this analysis of the general 
concept of deterrence, the Holy Father 
introduces his considerations on disar­
mament, especially, but not only, nuclear 
disarmament. Pope John Paul II makes this 
statement about the morality of deterrence: 

In current conditions "deterrence" 
based on balance, certainly not as an end 
in itself but as a step on the way toward a 
progressive disarmament, may still be 
judged morally acceptable. Nonetheless in 
order to ensure peace, it is indispensable 
not to be satisfied with this minimum 
which is always susceptible to the real 
danger of explosions. 

In Pope John Paul IPs assessment we 
perceive two dimensions of the con­
temporary dilemma of deterrence. One 
dimension is the danger of nuclear war, with 
its human and moral costs. The possession of 
nuclear weapons, the continuing quan 
titatiye growth of the arms race, and the 
danger of nuclear proliferation of all point to 
the grave danger of basing "peace of a sort" 
on deterrence. The other dimension is the 
independence arid freedom of nations and 
entire peoples, including the need to protect 
smaller nations from threats to their in­
dependence and integrity. Deterrence 
reflects the radical,distrust of which marks 
international politics, a condition identified 
as a major problem by Pope John XXIII in 
Peace on Earth and reaffirmed by Pope Paul 
VI and Pope John Paul II. Thus a balance of 
forces, preventing either side from achieving 
superiority, can be seen as a means of safe­
guarding both dimensions. 

The moral duty today is to prevent 
nuclear war from ever occurring and to 
protect and preserve those key values of 
justice, freedom and independence which are 
necessary for personal dignity and national 
integrity. In reference to these issues. Pope 
John Paul II judges that deterrence may still 
be judged morally acceptable, "certainly not 
as an end in itself but as a step on. the way 
toward a progressive disarmament." 

On more than one occasion the Holy 
Father has demonstrated his awareness of 
the fragility and complexity of the 
deterrence relationship among nations. 
Speaking to UNESCO in June 1980, he said: 
"Up to the present, we are told that nuclear 
arms are a force of dissuasion which have 
prevented the eruption of a major war. And 
that is probably true. Still, we must ask if it 
will always be this way." In a more recent 
and more specific assessment Pope John 
Paul II told an international meeting of 
scientists on August 23.1982: 

You can more easily ascertain that the 
logic of nuclear deterrence cannot be 
considered a final goal or an appropriate 
and secure means for safeguarding in­
ternational peace. 

Relating Pope John Paul's general 
statements to the specific policies of the U.S. 
deterrent requires both judgments of fact 
and an application of moral principles. In 
preparing this letter we have tried, through a 
number of sources, to determine as precisely 
as possible the factual character of U.S. 
deterrence strategy. Two questions have 
particularly concerned us: 1. The targeting 
doctrine and strategic plans for the use of the 
deterrent, particularly their impact on 

civilian casualties; and 2. The relationship of 
deterrence strategry and nuclear war 
fighting capability to the likelihood that war 
will in fact be prevented. 

Moral Principles and Policy Choices 

Targeting doctrine raises significant moral 
questions because it determines what would 
occur if nuclear weapons were ever to be 
used. Although we acknowledge the need for 
deterrent, not all forms of deterrence are 
morally acceptable. There are moral limits to 
deterrence policy as well as to policy 
reprding use. Specifically, it is not morally 
acceptable to intend to kill the innocent as 
part of a strategy of deterring nuclear war. 
The question of whether U.S. policy involves 
an intention to strike civilian centers 
(directly targeting civilian populations) has 
been one of our factual concerns.) 

We appreciate, therefore, the clear 
statements about U.S. targeting policy 
contained in a series of communications to 
the NCCB ad hoc committee on War and 
Peace. Particularly helpful was the letter of 
Mr. William Clark, National Security 
Adviser, to Cardinal Bernardin (January 15. 
1983). Mr. Clark stated: 

For moral, political and military 
reasons, the United States does not target 
the Soviet civilian populations as such. 
There is no deliberately opaque meaning 
conveyed in the last two words. We do no 
threaten the existence of Soviet 
civilization by threatening Soviet cities. 
Rather, we hold at risk the war-making 
capability of the Soviet Union — its armed 
forces, and the industrial capacity to 
sustain war. It would be irresponsible for 
us to issue policy statements which might 
suggest to the Soviets that it would be to 
their advantage to establish privileged 
sanctuaries within heavily populated 
areas, thus inducing them to locate much 
of their war-fighting capability within 
those urban sanctuarties." 

A reaffirmation of the Administration's 
policy is also found in Secretary Wein­
berger's Annual Report to the Congress 
(February 1 1,1983): 

The Reagan Administration's policy is 
that under no circumstances may such 
weapons be used deliberately for the 
purpose of destroying populations. 

This statement responds, in principle at 
least, to one moral criterion for assessing 
deterrence policy: the immunity of non-
combatants from direct attack either by 
conventional or nuclear weapons. This 
statement does not address or resolve 
another very troublesome problem, namely, 
that an attack on military targets or 
militarily significant industrial targets could 
involve "indirect" (i.e.. unintended) but 
massive civilian casualties. We are advised, 
for example, that the United States nuclear 
targeting plan (SIOP) has identified 60 
"military" targets within the city of Moscow 
alone, and that 40.000 "military" targets for 
nuclear weapons have been identified in the 
whole of the Soviet Union. It is important to 
recognize that Soviet policy is subject to the 
same moral judgment: attacks on several 
"industrial targets" or politically significant 
targets in the United States could produce 
massive civilian casualties. The number of 
civilians who would necessarily be killed by 
such strikes is horrendous. This' problem is 
unavoidable because of the way modern 
military facilities and production centers are 
so thoroughly interspersed with civilian 
living and working areas. It is aggravated if 
one side deliberately positions military 
targets in the midst of a civilian population. 
In our consultations, Administration of­
ficials readily admitted that, while they 
hoped any nuclear exchange could be kept 
limited, they were prepared to retaliate in a 
massive way if necessary. They also agreed 
that once any substantial numbers of 
weapons were used, the civilian casualty 
levels would quickly become truly 
catastrophic, and that even with attacks 
limited to "military" targets, the number of 
deaths in a substantial exchange would be 
almost indistinguishable from what might 
occur if civilian centers had been deliberately 
and directly struck. These possibilities pose a 
different moral question and are to be judged 
by a different moral criterion: the principle 
of proportionality. 

While any judgment of proportionality is 
always open to differing evaluations, there 
are actions which can be decisively judged to 
be disproportionate. A narrow adherence 
exclusively to the principle of noncombatant 
immunity as a criterion for policy is an 

inadequate moral posture for it ignores some 
evil and unacceptable consequences. Hence 
we cannot be satisfied that the assertion of 
an intention not to strike civilians directly, or 
even the most honest effort to implement 
that intention, by itself constitutes a "moral 
policy" for the use of nuclear weapons. 

The location of industrial or militarily 
significant economic targets witfiin heavily 
populated areas could well involve such 
massive civilian casualties that, in our 
judgment, such a strike could be deemed 
morally disproportionate, even though not 
intentionally indiscriminate. 

The problem is not simply one of 
producing highly accurate weapons that 
might minimize civilian casualties in any 
single explosion, but one of increasing the 
likelihood of escalation at a level where 
many, even "discriminating" weapons would 
cumulatively kill very large numbers of 
civilians. Those civilian deaths would occur 
both immediately and from the long-term 
effects of social and economic devastation. 

A second issue of concern to us is the 
relationship of deterrence doctrine to war-
fighting strategies. We are aware of the 
argument that war-fighting capabilities 
enhance the credibility of the deterrent, 
particularly the strategy of extended 
deterrence. But the development of such 
capabilities raises other strategic and moral 
questions. The relationship of war-fighting 
capabilities and targeting doctrine exem­
plifies the difficult choices in this area of 
policy. Targeting civilian populations would 
violate the principle of discrimination — one 
of the central moral principles of a Christian 
ethic of war. But "counterforce targeting," 
while preferable from the perspective of 
protecting civilians, is often joined with a 
declaratory policy which conveys the notion 
that nuclear war is subject to precise rational 
and moral limits. We have already expressed 
our severe doubts about such a concept. 
Furthermore, a purely counterforce strategy 
may seem to threaten the viability of other 
nations' retaliatory forces, making 
deterrence unstable and war more likely. 

While we welcome any effort to protect 
civilian populations, we do not want to 
legitimize or encourage moves which extend 
deterrence beyond the specific objective of 
preventing the use of nuclear weapons or 
other actions which could lead directly to a 
nuclear exchange. 

These considerations of concrete elements 
of deterrence policy.-made in light of John 
Paul II's evaluation, but applying it through 
our own prudential judgments, lead us to a 
strictly conditioned moral acceptance of 
deterrence. We cannot consider it adequate 
as a long-term basis for peace. 

This strictly conditioned judgment yields 
criteria for morally assessing the elements of 
deterrence strategy. Clearly, these criteria 
demonstrate that we cannot approve of 
every weapons system, strategic doctrine, or 
policy initiative advanced in the name of 
strengthening deterrence. On the contrary, 
these criteria require continual public 
scrutiny of what our government proposes to 
do with the deterrent. 

On the basis of these criteria we wish now 
to make some specific evaluations: 

1. If deterrence exists only to prevent 
the use of nuclear weapons by others, then 
proposals to go beyond this to planning for 
prolonged periods of repeated nuclear 
strikes and counterstrikes, or "prevailing" 
in nuclear war, are not acceptable. They 
encourage notions that nuclear war can be 
engaged in with tolerable human and 
moral consequences. Rather, we must 
continually say "no" to the idea of nuclear 
war. 

2. If deterrence is our goal, "suf­
ficiency" to deter is an adequate strategy: 
the quest for superiority must be resisted. 

3. If deterrence is to be used as "a step 
on the way toward progressive disar­
mament," then each proposed addition to 
our strategic system or change in strategic 
doctrine must be assessed precisely in light 
of whether it will render steps toward 
"progressive disarmament" more or less 
likely. 

Moreover, these criteria provide us with 
the means to make some judgments and 
recommendations about the present 
direction of U.S. strategic policy. Progress 
toward a world freed of dependence on 
deterrence must be carefully carried out. But 
it must not be delayed. There is an urgent 

moral and political responsibility to use the 
"peace of a sort" we have as a framework to 
move toward authentic peace through 
nuclear arms control, reductions, and 
disarmament. Of primary importance in this 
process is the need to prevent the 
deve lopmen t and dep loymen t of 
destabilizing weapons system on either side: 
a second requirement is to insure that the 
more sophisticated command and control 
systems do not become mere hair-triggers for 
automatic launch on warning; a third is the 
need to prevent the proliferation of nuclear 

weapons in the international system. 
In light of these general judgments we 

resist some specific, proposals in respect to 
our-present deterrence posture: 

i. The_ addition of weapons which arc 
likely to "be vulnerable to attack, yet also 
possess a "prompt hard target kill" capability 
that threatens to make the other side's 
retaliatory forces vulnerable. Such weapons 
may seem to be useful only in a first strike: 
we resist such weapons for this reason and 
we oppose Soviet deployment of such 
weapons in the last decade which generate 
fear of a first strike against U.S. forces. 

2. The willingness to foster strategic 
planning which seeks a nuclear war-fighting 
capability that goes beyond the limited 
function of deterrence outlined in this letter; 

3. Proposals which have the effect of 
lowering the nuclear threshold and blurring 
the difference between nuclear and con 
ventional weapons. 

In support of the concept of "sufficiency" 
as an adequate deterrent, and in light of the 
present size and composition of both the 
U.S. and Soviet strategic arsenals, we 
recommend: 

1. Support for immediate, bilateral. 
verifiable agreements to curb the testing, 
production, and deployment of new nuclear 
weapons systems: 

2. Support for negotiated bilateral deep 
cuts in the arsenals of both superpowers, 
particularly those weapons systems which 
have destabilizing characteristics: U.S. 
proposals like those for START (Strategic 
Arms Reduction Talks) and INF (Intermedi­
ate-Range' Nuclear Forces) negotiations in 
Geneva are said to be designed to achieve 
deep cuts: our hope is that they will be 
pursued in a manner which will realize these 
goals; 

3. Support for early and successful 
conclusion of negotiations of the Com­
prehensive Test Ban Treaty; 

4. Removal by all parties of short-range 
nuclear weapons which multiply dangers 
disproportionate to their deterrent value: 

5. Removal by all parties of nuclear 
weapons from areas where they are likely to 
be overrun in the early stages of war. thus 
forcing rapid and uncontrollable decisions on 
their use: 

6. Strenghthening of command and 
control over nuclear weapons to prevent 
inadvertent and unauthorized use. These 
judgments are meant to exemplify how a 
lack of unequivocal condemnation of 
deterrence is meant only to be an attempt to 
acknowledge the role attributed to 
deterrence, but not to support its extension 
beyond the limited purpose discussed above. 
Some have urged us to condemn all aspects 
of nuclear deterrence. This urging has been 
based on a variety of reasons, but has em­
phasized particularly the high and terrible 
risks that either deliberate use or accidental 
detonation of nuclear weapons could quickly 
escalate to something utterly dispropor­
tionate to any acceptable moral purpose. 
That determination requires highly technical 
judgments about hypothetical events. 
Although reasons exist which move some to 
condemn deterrence, we have not reached 
this conclusion for the reasons outlined in 
this letter. 

Nevertheless, there must be no misunder 
standing of our profound skepticism'about 
the moral acceptability of any use of nuclear 
weapons. It is obvious thai the use of any 
weapons which violate the principle of 
discrimination merits unequivocal con­
demnation. We are told that some weapons 
are designed for purely "counterforce" use 
against military forces and targets. The 
moral issue, however, is not resolved b\ the 
design of weapons or the planned intention 
for use; there are also consequences which 
must be assessed: It would be a perverted 
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