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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 non-combatant 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 weap­
ons. 

The location of industrial or militarily significant economic 
targets within heavily populated areas or in those areas1-affect­
ed by radioactive fallout could well involve such massive civil­
ian casualties that in our judgment such a strike would be 
deemed morally disproportionate, even though not intentionally 
indiscriminate. 

The problem is not simply one of producing highly accurate 
weapons that might minimize civilian casualities in any single 
explosion, but one of increasing the likelihood of escalation at a 
level where many, even "discriminating," weapons would cumu­
latively 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 deter­
rence 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 deter­
rence. But the development of such capabilities raises other 
strategic and moral questions. The relationship of war-fighting 
capabilities and targeting doctrine exemplifies the difficult 
choices in this area of policy. Targeting civilian populations 
would violate the principle of discrimination — one of the cen­
tral moral principles of a Christian ethic of war. But "counter-
force targeting," while preferable from the perspective of pro­
tecting civilians, is often joined with a declaratory policy which 
conveys the notion that nuclear war is subject to precise ration­
al and moral limits. We already have expressed our severe 
doubts about such a concept. Furthermore, a purely counter-
force strategy may seem to threaten the viability of other na­
tions' retaliatory forces, making deterrence unstable i,n a crisis 
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 nuclear deter­
rence 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 nuclear 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 crite­
ria 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 nuclear deterrence exists only to prevent the use of nu­
clear 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 accept­
able. 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 nuclear deterrence is our goal, "sufficiency" to deter is 
an adequate strategy; the quest for nuclear superiority must be 
rejected. 

3. Nuclear deterrence should be used as a step on the way 
toward progressive disarmament. 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 direc­
tion of U.S. strategic policy. Progress toward a world freed of 
dependence on nuclear deterrence must be carefully carried out. 
But it must not be delayed. There is an urgent moral and politi­
cal 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 impor­
tance in this process is the need to prevent the development 
and deployment of destabilizing weapons systems on either side; 
a second requirement is to ensure 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 sys­
tem. 

In light of these general judgments we oppose some specific 
proposals in respect to our present deterrence posture: 

1. The addition of weapons which are likely to be vulnerable 
to attack, yet also possess a "prompt hard target kill" capabili­
ty that threatens to make the other side's retaliatory forces 
vulnerable. Such weapons may seem to be useful primarily in a 
first strike; (84) we resist such weapons for this reason and we 
oppose Soviet deployment of such weapons 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 
halt the testing, production, and deployment of new nuclear 
weapons systems. (85)-

2. Support for negotiated bilateral deep cuts in the arsenals 
of both superpowers, particularly those weapons systems which 
have destablizing characteristics; U.S. proposals like those for 
START (Strategic Arms Reduction Talks) and INF (Interme­
diate-Range Nuclear Forces) negotiations in Geneva are said to 
be designed to achieve deep cuts; (86) 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 a comprehensive test ban treaty. 

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

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. Strengthening of command and control over nuclear weap­
ons to prevent inadvertent and unauthorized use. 

These judgments are meant to exemplify how a lack of une­
quivocal 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 dis­
cussed above. Some have urged us to condemn all aspects of 
nuclear deterrence. This urging has been based on a variety of 
reasons, but has emphasized particularly the high and terrible 
risks that either deliberate use or accidental detonation of nu­
clear weapons could quickly escalate to something utterly 
disproportionate to any acceptable moral purpose. That deter­
mination requires highly technical judgments about hypotheti­
cal events. Although reasons exist which move some to con­
demn reliance on nuclear weapons for deterrence, we have not 
reached this conclusion for the reasons outlined in this letter. 

Nevertheless, there must be no misunderstanding of our pro­
found skepticism about the moral acceptability of any use of 
nuclear weapons. It is obvious that the use of any weapons 
which violate the principle of discrimination merits unequivocal 
condemnation. We are told that some weapons are designed for 
purely "counterforce" use against military forces and targets. 
The moral issue, however, is not resolved by the design of weap­
ons or the planned intention for use; there are also consequenc­
es which must be assessed. It would be a perverted political 
policy or moral casuistry which tried to justify using a weapon 
which "indirectly" or "unintentionally" killed a million inno­
cent people because they happened to live near a "militarily 
significant target." 


