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are aware of the extensive literature and discussion which this
topic has generated. (62) As a general statement, it seems to us
that public officials would be unable to refute the following
conclusion of the study made by the Pontifical Academy of
Sciences:
"Even a nuclear attack directed only at military facilities
would be devastating to the country as a whole. This is because
military facilities are widespread rather than concentrated at
only a few points. Thus, many nuclear weapons would be exploded.
"Furthermore, the spread of radiation due to the natural
winds and atmospheric mixing would kill vast numbers of people and contaminate large areas. The medical facilities of any
nation would be inadequate to care for the survivors. An objective examination of the medical situation that would follow a
nuclear war leads to but one conclusion: Prevention is our only
recourse." (63)

Moral Principles and Policy Choices
In light of these perspectives we address three questions
more explicitly: 1) counter-population warfare 2) initiation of
nuclear war 3) limited nuclear war

1. Counter-Population Warfare
Under no circumstances may nuclear weapons or other instruments of mass slaughter be used for the purpose of destroying population centers or other predominantly civilian targets.
Popes have repeatedly condemned "total war," which implies
such use. For example, as early as 1954 Pope Pius XII condemned nuclear warfare "when it entirely escapes the control of
man" and results in "the pure^and simple annihilation of all
human life within the radius of action." (64) The condemnation
was repeated by the Second Vatican Council:
"Any act of war aimed indiscriminately at the destruction of
entire cities or of extensive areas along with their population is
a crime against God and man itself. It merits unequivocal and
unhesitating condemnation." (65)
Retaliatory action, whether nuclear or conventional, which
would indiscriminately take many wholly innocent lives, lives
of people who are in no way responsible for reckless actions of
their government, must also be condemned. This condemnation,

in our judgment, applies even to the retaliatory use of weapons .
striking enemy cities after our own have already been struck.
N o Christian can rightfully carry out orders or policies deliberately aimed at killing non-combatants. (66)
We make this judgment at the beginning of our treament of
nuclear strategy precisely because the defense of the principle
of non-combatant immunity is so important for an ethic of war
and because the nuclear age has posed such extreme problems

for the principle. Later in this letter we shall discuss specific
aspects of U.S. policy in light of this principle and in light of
recent U.S. policy statements stressing the determination not
to target directly or strike directly against civilian population.
Our concern about protecting the moral value of non-combatant
immunity, however, requires that we make a clear reassertion of
the principle our first word on this matter.

2. Initiation of Nuclear Warfare
We do not perceive any situation in which the deliberate
initiation of nuclear warfare on however restricted a scale can
be morally justified. Non-nuclear attacks by another state must
be resisted by other than nuclear means. Therefore, a serious
moral obligation exists to develop non-nuclear defensive strategies as rapidly as possible.
A serious debate is under way on this issue. (67) It is cast in
political terms, but it has a significant moral dimension. Some
have argued that at the very beginning of a war nuclear weapons might be used, only against military tergets, perhaps in
limited numbers. Indeed it has long been American and N A T O
policy that nuclear weapons, especially so-called tactical nuclear
weapons, would likely be used if N A T O forces in Europe
seemed in danger of losing a conflict that until then had been
restricted to conventional weapons. Large numbers of tactical
nuclear weapons are now deployed in Europe by the NATO
forces and about as many by the Soviet Union. Some are substantially smaller than the bomb used on Hiroshima, some are
larger. Such weapons, if employed in great numbers, would totally devastate the densely populated countries of Western and
Central Europe.
Whether under conditions of war in Europe, parts of Asia or
the Middle East, or the exchange of strategic weapons directly
between the United States and the Soviet Union, the difficulties of limiting the use of nuclear weapons are immense. A number of expert witnesses advise us that commanders operating.

under conditions of battle probably would not be able to exercise strict control; the number of weapons used would rapidly
increase, the targets would be expanded beyond the military
and the level of civilian casualties would rise enormously. (68)
N o one can be certain that this escalation would not occur, even
in the face of political efforts to keep such an exchange "limited." The chances of keeping use limited seem remote, and the
consequences of escalation to mass destruction would be appalling. Former public officials have testified that it is improbable
that any nuclear war could actually be kept limited. Their testimony and the consequences involved in this problem lead us to
• conclude that the danger of escalation is so great that it would
be morally unjustifiable to initiate nuclear war in any form. The
danger is rooted not only in the technology of our weapons
systems, but in the weakness and sinfulness of human communities. We find the moral responsibility of beginning nuclear war
not justified by rational political objectives.
This judgment affirms that the willingness to initiate nuclear
war entails a distinct, weighty moral responsibility; it involves
transgressing a fragile barrier — political, psychological, and
moral — which has been constructed since 1945. We express
repeatedly in this letter our extreme skepticism about the prospects for controlling a nuclear exchange, however limited the
first use might be. Precisely because of this skepticism, we
judge resort to nuclear weapons to counter a conventional attack to be morally unjustifiable. (69) Consequently we seek to
reinforce the barrier against any use of nuclear weapons. Our
support of a "no first use" policy must be seen in this light.
At the same time we recognize the responsibility the United
States has had and continues to have in assisting allied nations
in their defense against either a conventional or a nuclear attack. Especially in the European theater, the deterrence of a
nuclear attack may require nuclear weapons for a time, even
though their possession and deployment must be subject to rigid restrictions.
The need to defend against a conventional attack in Europe
imposes the political and moral burden of developing adequate,
alternative modes of defense to present reliance on nuclear
weapons. Even with the best coordinated effort — hardly likely
in view of contemporary political division on this question —
development of an alternative defense position will still take
time.
In the interim, deterrence against a conventional attack relies
upon two factors: the not inconsiderable conventional forces at
the disposal of N A T O and the recognition by a potential attacker that the outbreak of large-scale conventional war could escalate to the nuclear level through accident or miscalculation by
either side. We are aware that NATO's refusal to adopt a "no

first use" pledge is to some extent linked to the deterrent effect

of this inherent ambiguity. Nonetheless, in light of the probable
effects of initiating nuclear war, we urge N A T O t o move rapidly

toward the adoption of a "no first use" policy, but doing so in
tandem with development of an adequate alternative defense
posture.

3. Limited Nuclear War
It would be possible to agree with our first two conclusions
and still not be sure about retaliatory use of nuclear weapons in
what is called a "limited exchange." The issue at stake is the
real as opposed to the theoretical possibility of a "limited nuclear exchange."
We recognize that the policy debate on this question is inconclusive and that all participants are left with hypothetical projections about prcbable reactions in a nuclear exchange. While
not trying to adjudicate the technical debate, we are aware of it
and wish to raise a series of questions which challenge the actual meaning of "limited" in this discussion.
— Would leaders have sufficient information to know what is
happening in a nuclear exchange?
— Would they be able under the conditions of stress, time
pressures, and fragmentary information to make the extraordinarily precise decision needed to keep the exchange limited if
this were technically possible?
r
— Would military commanders be able in the midst of the
destruction and confusion of a nuclear exchange to maintain a
policy of "discriminate targeting?" Can this be done in modern
warfare waged across great distances by aircraft and missiles?
— Given the accidents we know about in peacetime conditions, what assurances are there that computer errors could be
avoided in the midst of a nuclear exchange?
— Would not the casualties, even in a war defined as limited
by strategists, still run in the millions?
— How "limited" would be the long-term effects of radiation,
famine, social fragmentation and economic dislocation?
Unless these questions can be answered satisfactorily, we will
continue to be highly skeptical about the real meaning of "limited." One of the criteria of the just-war tradition is a reasonable
hope, of success in bringing about justice and peace. We rrrusi''
ask whether such a reasonable hope can exist once nuclear

