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elude the intention of deliberately attacking civilian popula­
tions or non-combatants. 

The statements of the NCCB-USCC over the past several 
years have both reflected and contributed to the wider moral 
debate on deterrence. In the NCCB pastoral letter "To Live In 
Christ Jesus" (1976), we focused on the moral limits of declara­
tory policy while calling for stronger measures of arms con­
trol. (75) In 1979 Cardinal John krol speaking for the USCC in 
support of SALT II ratification brought into focus the other 
element of the deterrence problem: The actual use of nuclear 
weapons may have.been prevented (a moral good), but the risk 
of failure and the physical harm and moral evil resulting from 
possible nuclear war remained. 

"This explains," Cardinal Krol stated, "the Catholic dissatis­
faction with nuclear deterrence and the urgency of the Catholic 
demand that the nuclear arms race be reversed. It is of the 
utmost importance that negotiations proceed to meaningful and 
continuing reductions in nuclear stockpiles and eventually to 
the phasing out altogether of nuclear deterrence and the threat 
of mutual-assured destruction." (76) 

These two texts, along with the conciliar statement, have 
influenced much of Catholic opinion expressed recently on the 
nuclear question. 

. In June 1982, Pope John Paul II provided new impetus and 
insight to the moral analysis with his statement to the U.N. 
Second Special Session on Disarmament. The pope first situat­
ed the problem of deterrence within the context of world poli­
tics. 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 principle: 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 forees' which sometimes has been called, 
and not without reason, the 'balance of terror.' " (77) 

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

"In current conditions 'deterrence' based on balance, certain­
ly not as an end in itself but as a step on the way toward a 
progressive disarmament, may still be judged morally accept­
able. Nonetheless in order to ensure peace, it is indispensable 
not to be satisfied with this minimum which is always suscepti­
ble to the real danger of explosion." (78) 

In Pope John Paul II's assessment we perceive two dimen­
sions of the contemporary dilemma of deterrence. One dimen­
sion is the danger of nuclear war with its human and moral 
costs. The possession of nuclear weapons, the continuing quan­
titative growth of the arms race and the danger of nuclear pro­
liferation all point to the grave danger of basing "peace of a 
sort" on deterrence. The other dimension is the independence 
and freedom of nations and entire peoples, including the need to 
protect smaller nations from threats to their independence and 
integrity. Deterrence reflects the radical distrust 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 safeguarding both dimensions. 

The moral duty today is to prevent nuclear war from ever 
occurring and to protect and preserve those key values of jus­
tice, freedom and independence which are necessary for person­
al 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 demonstrat­
ed his awareness of the fragility and complexity of the deter­
rence 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." (79) 

In a more recent and more specific assessment Pope John 
Paul II told an international meeting of scientists on Aug. 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 safeguardinginternational peace." (80) 

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 deter­
rent, particularly their impact on civilian casualties; and 2) the 
relationship of deterrence strategy and nuclear war-fighting ca­
pability to the likelihood that war will in fact be prevented. 

Moral Principles and Policy Choices 
Targeting doctrine raises significant moral questions because 

it is a significant determinant of 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 ac­
ceptable. There are moral limits to deterrence policy as well as 
to policy regarding 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. 

This complex question has always produced a variety of re­
sponses, official and unofficial in character. The NCCB commit­
tee has received a series of statements of clarification of policy 
from U.S. government officials. (81) Essentially these state­
ments declare that it is not U.S. strategic policy to target the 
Soviet civilian population as such or to use nuclear weapons 
deliberately for the purpose of destroying population centers. 
These statements respond, in principle at least, to one moral 
criterion for assessing deterrence policy: the immunity of non-
combatants from direct attack either by conventional or nucle­
ar weapons. 

These statements do not address or resolve another very 
troublesome moral 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 strategic nucle­
ar targeting (SIOP — Single Integrated Operational Plan) 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. (82) It is 
important to recognize that Soviet policy is subject to the same 
moral judgment; attacks on several "industrial targets" or polit­
ically 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. (83) 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 officials readily admit­
ted 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 ex­
change would be almost indistinguishable from what might oc­
cur 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 propor­
tionality. ' 


