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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Just as Plato and Socrates sought truth by dialogue, 

so does this paper. In keeping with this Socratic tradition, 

my friend Tommy Collier and I began this study with a formal 

philosophical dialogue. Our subjects of debate soon turned 

to matters of politics and ethics, and we found ourselves dis

cussing war. We became more engrossed in our topic and real

ized that mere discussion was not enough—research and study 

also were needed.

I stated, "It seems, my friend, that our analysis of 

war, its whys and wherefores, is not generating any answers."

Collier replied, "This is not in the least bit unusual 

from my experience in discussing this topic. It seems as if 

everyone has an opinion concerning war, especially nuclear 

war, and very few consider any philosophy in the matter. We 

are in the same boat."

"Let us not remain complacent in our ignorance. Let 

• us study the facts and arrive at some rational conclusions

rather than just bantering away and pretending to solve all 
the world's problems."

"I agree."

"It appears to me," I continued, "that we should first 

set our study in a framework. The most convenient and logical

1
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one, from my background, would be the tradition of natural 

law because of its emphasis on reason."

"Let us use it, then."

"Following a short study of natural law, we should turn 

our attention to war and peace in a general sort of way, with 

definitions found for war, peace, justice, and the like, and 

study just what is involved in a philosophical discussion of
war."

"Fine. I propose further," said Collier, "that we ex

amine in detail the Catholic Church's dominant teaching on 

war, the just war theory."

"Very good. After the just war theory, it would seem 

appropriate to mention nuclear war, which some maintain can

not be reconciled with just war criteria, and concentrate on 

the more pressing nuclear war issues."

"And we are most fortunate that the American Catholic 

Bishops have recently issued a pastoral letter on war entitled 

The Challenge of Peace. Our philosophical study would most 

certainly not be complete without its inclusion."

"For our purposes, could this field of study give us 

adequate preparation on which to base our conclusions?"

"I am of that opinion," replied Collier.

"As am I, but it is disheartening to realize the wealth 

of material on thse subjects with the potential to multiply 

details ad infinitum. There are so many issues of war, just 

war, and nuclear war that we may only reasonably examine the 

major points and arguments."

"True. But we also may investigate quite extensively
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and become quite well versed in our topic."

I'said, "Allow me to prepare a discourse to develop

the subjects that we have decided to study. After we reflect 

on this discourse, we may meet again and voice our conclusions 

on these subjects."

"You give yourself a great task, my friend, but please 

do as you have suggested. Your study will be quite adequate

for us."

With Collier's support, I presented my findings.



CHAPTER II

NATURAL LAW

Our formal analysis of natural law begins with a ground

ing in a tradition. We have chosen to use the Thomistic in

terpretation of natural law theory, which forms the backbone 

of Catholic thought as well. To analyze the meaning of "natural 

law" in Thomistic philosophy, we may split the idea into its 

two concepts--"law" and "nature."

St. Thomas's definition of "law" is ". . « an ordinance

of reason for the common good, made by him who has care of the

community, and promulgated." "Law in this primary and strict

sense directs free beings by imposing on their freedom the 
2restraint of . . . moral necessity . . . ."

This definition seems most applicable to the law of 

state, but the adjective "natural" may also be added to broad
en its employment. In the Catholic tradition, God has the 
"care of the /human/ community." His "... eternal law in- 

eludes both the physical laws and the moral law.n> The phys

ical law includes all of the laws of nature, such as gravity 

and physics, and the moral law determines how men are to be

have in accordance with God's purpose for them. Therefore, 

"natural law" deals with the eternal law in the moral sense.

God directs man to his designated end; further, natural law 

provides a guideline by which man may live a life directed

4
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toward his designated end.

Man's knowledge of natural law is derived from his nat

ural inclinations using reason. He perceives that there are 

beings in existence and that it is "good" when they act toward 

their end; a thing is "good" insofar as it directs itself or 

something else to a more perfected state. "First of all and 

principally, therefore, a being capable of perfecting another 

after the manner of an end is called good; but secondarily

something is called good which leads to an end . . . , or which 
hnaturally follows upon an end . . . ." And the good ". . .is 

'that which all things desire'";'’ "hence this is the first 

precept of /natural/ law, that good is to be done and pursued, 

and evil is to be avoided.This main tenet is so simple that 

it is necessarily known by anyone using reason.

Although the first tenet of natural law is known to 

all, it is the potential to develop the capability, motivation, 

and inclinations to 'derive this first tenet that is inborn, 

not the first tenet itself. "As the person advances in the 

use of reason and forms moral principles, either with the help 

of moral training or by his . . . own efforts, the natural 

moral law passes from the virtual to the formal state.

From the primary natural law, rational man, following 

the lead of St. Thomas in the Summa Theologica (I-II, Q.9^»
A.2), can deduce general natural law principles. Included in 

these principles are two which will be important later in this 

paper: "preserve your own being," or self-defense, and "one 

must not murder an innocent individual." As with the primary

natural law, it is not difficult to see that these axioms are
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right.

The rational process may be extended further. Reasoned 

conclusions can be developed from the general principles, and 

these conclusions can then be applied to particular issues. 

"Such moral questions as suicide, mercy killing, duelling, 
divorce, polygamy, slavery, . . . racism _/» and nuclear war/

Q
are examples in point." And finally, concrete situations 

are evaluated using the judgments formed from the original

natural law.

The process of reaching each succeeding determination 

in the system of deriving natural laws becomes more difficult 

as the more specific judgments are drawn. The primary natural 

law is known to all; but since the reasoning faculty is more 

developed in some people than in others, some will become di

verted in their systematic search for truth. Truth is a uni

versal; interpretations of it are not. Hence we have the con

troversies of ethics that reflect each man's uniqueness in 

thought.

With this short study of natural law completed, we may 

draw three general conclusions that pertain immediately to 

this paper. Firstly, each person has a right to self- 

preservation. This is clear enough that no further discussion 

is needed.

Secondly, the sanctity of innocent lives must be re

spected. An innocent life may never be directly taken. And 

we are obliged under natural law not only to respect human 

lives but also persons as themselves. "Each of us is a per

son, an end in himself . . . to be respected unconditionally
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precisely as a person. We are not and never can be a mere 
qmeans to some further end." Man must not be used as a tool

for our purposes, no matter how noble our purposes may be.

Our final conclusion deals with the role of governments.

". . . Man has a natural inclination ... to live in society:

and in this respect, whatever pertains to this inclination 
10belongs to the natural law . . . and "... because a

icivil society is a natural entity, it is divinely instituted." 

Further, the state is authorized to rule as a natural result 

of law. This rule is exercised for the good of the citizens 

and the state itself, which has been morally charged with this 

responsibility. Consequently, a state's legitimacy is bound 

up in the exercise of this moral duty. A true society is one 

that functions justly.



CHAPTER III

WAR AND PEACE

We may now continue our study by looking at what is 

meant when we speak of war and peace, or, more appropriately, 

peace and war, because peace is said to be the final result 

that war as an action seeks. Let us then first examine "peace."

"The peace of all things is the tranquillity of order.

Order is the distribution which allots things equal and unequal, 
12each to its own place." This definition is very similar

to that of ". . . justice /7 which/ is that virtue which gives 
13every one his due." y Every man seeks peace if only for his 

own self-preservation, and even a violent man might wish for 

peace if that meant all people serving him as a condition of 

that peace. Yet any form of an evil or contrived peace does 

not maintain order; the disproportion most assuredly brings 

conflict. Therefore, peace is not the lack of war, but rather 

order and justice.

With this definition, we may find the purpose of war.

Just as an earthly utopian government is unachievable, so too 

is. a perfect working system of international governments.

And because all men differ, there will be imbalances of order. 

War becomes a struggle between parties to restore order or 
create a new order. More specifically, "war, according to 

Clausewitz, is an act of violence performed in order to compel

8
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an opponent to yield to our will. The purpose of war is to 
Ikchange the enemy's will by making him suffer." Therefore, 

in summary, the goal of war is peace, peace being previously 

defined as order. Some go so far as to say that "without . . . 
war . . . there would never be . . . /p/eace . . . ," J just 

as the grain of wheat must first die to produce its fruit.

We have already mentioned the legitimacy of the human 

society. It retains a right to use coercive power to protect 

itself from its enemies, both within and without. Citizens 

fight for their nations because they are socio-political be

ings and "... there is no sense or purpose to political so-
16ciety unless it can defend itself and its people."

Although some popular Christian opinion in the United 

States today advocates the avoidance of war at all costs, war 

in the Judeo-Christian tradition is not uncommon or unknown. 

There are many examples of war in the Old Testament, with God 

often taking an active part in the battles. St. Augustine 

found nothing in the Gospels that was explicitly against all 

war, and St. Thomas sees nothing evil about war as such.

Man himself remains, however, solely responsible for 

war. A deterministic God would only bring about a perfect 

eternal peace; man's fallibility and free will brings about
17disorder. And "war is the ultimate in human social failure." ' 

Hence, we must justify our use of war no matter what the goal.

". . . There is something about the very nature of violence

that compels men to justify their using it . . . ." We hold 

warring parties to be accountable not only for the degree of 

violence used in their fight, but also for the reason why they
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are fighting. These two criteria of war (.jus in hello and 

jus ad bellum) will be treated at length later in this paper.

For now, let us accept that war must sometimes be waged 

to prevent evil and that war is a last resort seeking the rep

aration of justice. When engaged in war, a party should be 

fighting with these two goals in mind, and should not be solely 

concerned with any profits it may receive as a result of the

war; "... they must in their decisions aim at a universal 
19rather than an exclusively private good." z The aim of war 

is justice, not victory.

If we look at injustice as a sin, we may view war in 

the Christian light for a moment. When one commits an injus

tice, or sins, he must incur a punishment to help keep him from 

further sin. Moreover, if we as the sinner's brothers do not 

take it upon ourselves to correct and admonish him, we ourselves 

sin. In just war, which is the communicative action of rees

tablishing justice and correcting the unjust, we may find our 

enemy unwilling to quit until death. Paradoxically, because 

we love him and wish to keep him from further sin, it may be

come necessary to kill him to accomplish these ends. "... The

supreme irony of war . . . /is/ that one is called to kill out 
20of love and because of love."

Does death seem to be a relatively harsh penalty to 

endure, even if one commits a mortally grave injustice? "Jus

tice is the highest good on earth. No material good, no un

disturbed possession of this world’s goods, neither health 
nor life itself, is of such high worth and dignity as the 

guarding of justice." "What we seem to forget is that death
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22is not the greatest evil; sin is." "If no home was destroyed, 

no life lost in war, hut justice went unvindicated, it would 

be shameful."

It is here that we realize that Jesus was a warrior in

the sense of being willing to lay down his life for a worthy

cause. ". . .He, who valued life more than anyone ever valued

life—for He was the source of life—did not think death too 
2hgreat a price to pay to defeat evil . . . ."

However, this does not give carte blanche to war. We 

must first remember that no amount of military force can destroy 

an ideology. The battlefield of the mind must be conquered 

by other means. Secondly, we must be careful not to lose sight 

of our real goal: justice. For example, a war which depends 

solely on the direct attacking of innocents or is unreasonably 

prolonged moves away from, rather than toward, justice. Thirdly, 

a peace treaty is no assurance of justice. Some peace treaties 

have themselves become acts of war because of their excessive

terms of surrender.

Let us now turn our attention to the more specific cri

teria used to judge’aggressive actions. We have already men

tioned the validity of the self-defense plea; "for the Scho

lastic, ... an act of self-defense or an act of vindicative

justice, although imposed by circumstances which are regret- 
2 5table, is morally good." J And this principle is easy to ap

ply in some cases; for example, killing a hired assassin trying 

to kill you is obviously just.
(The idea of taking another's life in self-defense must 

be based on consideration of the means necessary to stop the
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attack. One cannot intend to kill him, but the attacker's

death is allowed if that is an undesired result of the neces

sary means. This principle, known as "double effect," will 

be examined more thoroughly later.)

There are myriad situations, however, in which self- 

defense becomes a more difficult plea to justify, especially 

those situations that involve the sincerity of the threat.

We may say that "moral certainty of the enemy's intention seems 

sufficient," for our action.

In essence, "the right of self-defense is not . . .

absolute. It may be exercised only if action is urgently

needed and no other remedy is at hand; only so much violence

is allowed as will repel the unjust aggressor; a justified 
27attack may not be resisted at all;" and "the aggression must 

2 8be unmistakable." By these criteria, we may accurately de

termine a self-defensive action. On a larger scale, a state, 

because it is a natural, entity, divinely instituted, and au

thorized to rule under law, also retains the right of self- 

defense; and war is the method used by states to defend them

selves from unjust aggression. In addition, defensive wars 

are not the only wars allowed. Conditions of aggressive war 

that seeks reparations of justice will be demonstrated in the 

following chapter on the just war theory.

Of final consideration in this chapter is to examine 

the question of who is a participant or fighter in a struggle, 

and who is not participating of a "non-combatant." Combatants 

in a war situation may be killed; to deliberately kill inno

cent people, even in a war situation, is murder.
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There are two extremes in defining non-combatants.

One would have us believe that there are no non-combatants; 

by merely living in a society one is a party, albeit a small 

party, to the workings of the state. The other extreme holds 

that all citizens of a state are, by and large, non-combatants. 

The only real warriors are the leaders who called the war.

The middle ground is more logical and easier to defend 

than either of the extremes, but still has two polarizations 

within it. We may say that a "combatant" is a fighter directly 

involved in the military effort. All others, even indirect 

contributors such as factory workers who produce ammunitions, 

are allowed a "non-combatant" status because they do not per

sonally and directly engage themselves in the war. Or we may 

say that the only true non-combatants are children, those car

ing for children, and the elderly. Beyond these three groups, 

all people lend some help to the war effort.

What is important as far as we are concerned is, firstly, 

that the burden of proof lies with those who classify the com

batants. All people are considered to be non-combatants until 

proven to have a significant contribution to the war effort. 

Secondly, non-combatants have the rights of life and protec

tion of their state even in wartime. In contrast, "the com

batants are authorized by their governments to kill other com

batants, and so the combatants' right to life and to be pro

tected by governmental authority from all infringements on this 
right is suspended on the field of battle."2^ And thirdly, 

no matter how lenient.we make the criteria of defining

CARROLL COLLEGE LIBRARY
HELENA, MONTANA 59625
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combatants, there will remain a significant number that are 

almost universally recognized as having non-combatant status.



CHAPTER IV

THE JUST WAR THEORY

We have exposed what is meant by peace, war, and the

purposes of war. Now we may deal with the criteria used to

determine a just war--the "just war theory."

"... The just-war theory has been the church's dom- 
30inant teaching."-^ It is an attempt to bridge the gap between

the extreme attitudes of militarism and pacifism. Its purpose

hinges on the idea that "... war should be so conducted as

not to preclude the restoration of an enduring peace. Hence,
31the conduct of war would have to be restrained by a code."-^

This code can be divided into two categories: jus ad bellum, 

or the law governing the reasons for going to war, and jus in 

bello, or the law governing the methods used in warfare. These 

two laws are independent and must be looked at individually, 

as they are concerned with different parts of the warring 

process.

In the Catholic tradition, just war theory finds its 

origin in reason and the logic of natural law, not in revela

tion. "... This theory is not articulated in Sacred Scripture
32It cannot be found either in the Old or the New Testament."-^ 

However, Scripture does teach on the role of violence in sev

eral areas. "... The Old Testament records blood-curdling 

acts of war which seem to have enjoyed divine toleration.

15
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In the New Testament, the pacifist tradition points to the 

Beatitudes (Matt. 5s4-10) and Jesus's words in the garden,

"Those who live by the sword will perish by the sword." Pro

ponents of just war theory cite Jesus driving the money changers 

away from the Temple, the good centurion, and the decree to 

"give to Caesar what is Caesar's" Both theories have used 

Scripture for their own purposes to defend their positions.

The notion of "just war" comes from the Graeco-Roman 

heritage, with Aristotle first using the term. The Catholic 

just war theory begins with St. Augustine in the fifth century, 

with ideas probably borrowed from Cicero. St. Augustine saw 

the invasions of the Roman Empire and realized the need for 

war in just causes.

Let us now examine the original conditions of the just 

war theory as gleaned from St. Augustine and the Scholastic 

tradition. These conditions address only the criteria for go

ing to war, not the conduct in war; hence, these are the jus 

ad bellum criteria. For our purposes, they may be divided into 

six conditions as follows:

1. Just cause. ". . .A just cause is required, namely

that those who are attacked, should be attacked because they 
34deserve it on account of some fault." "For it is the wrong

doing of the opposing party which compels the wise man to wage
3 3just wars . . . ." "... Undoubted guilt is the only rea

son for . . . war; and secondly, this guilt must be only on 
the attacking side."^ (We do not incur guilt by attacking 

an enemy to correct their injustice, because by their injus

tice they have "attacked" first.) In ..the final analysis,
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. the injury which the war is intended to prevent or rec- 
37tify must be real and certain."-^ Three reasons often cited 

to justify war are vindication, recapture, and self-defense. 

What just war attempts to do is restore justice—justice lost 

through the violation of the opposing force. Further, the 

opposing force must have knowledge of their violation; with

out this knowledge, they have not done evil in the strict sense

2. Legitimate authority. A just war depends on

the authority of the sovereign by whose command the war 
is to be waged. For it is not the business of a private 
individual to declare war, because he can seek for redress 
of his rights from the tribunal of his superior. Moreover 
it is not the business of a private individual to summon 
together the people, which has to be done in wartime. And 
as the care of the common weal is committed to those who 
are in authority, it is their business to watch over the 
common weal of the city, kingdom or province subject to 
them. And just as it is lawful for them to have recourse 
to the sword in defending that common weal against internal 
disturbances, when they punish evil-doers . . . ; so too, 
it is their business to have recourse to the sword of war 
in defending the common weal against external enemies.-'

A government, to be lawful, ". . . is a public authority that 

has both the duty of caring for the welfare of the citizens 

and the authority to commit its armed forces to the defense
39of its citizens and the vindication of the nation's rights.""^ 

It is not the responsibility or the right of the private cit

izen to declare war, for the private citizen can petition his 

grievance to a higher authority, namely his government. But 

governments have no higher authority to petition for justice; 

they must defend justice themselves, by war if necessary.

3. Last resort. A just war is only undertaken when 

all peaceful means have been exhausted.

4. Proportionality of good to evil. The good expected
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to come from the war must he proportional to the damage of

the war. There is no set calculus for this evaluation,

". . . except that the assessment must be made in terms of moral 
40rather than material gains and losses."

5. Certitude of victory. This condition comes from 

the philosophies of Cardinal Thomas de Vio Cajetan and 

Francisco de Vitoria in the sixteenth century. It admits that 

the victor in a war may not be the just side. Only a war that 

is winnable can be waged; "if defeat is certain, hostilities

will only aggravate the injustice which occasioned them and
• 41leave a train of futile sorrow in their path." Nations that 

are overwhelmingly overmatched have the option of other methods 

of warfare, such as sabotage. However, in extreme cases, a 

country may undergo martyrdom if it is proportionally offset 

by a moral value. A just war, in the final analysis, cannot 

do more harm than good to the state.

6. Right intention. ". . . It is necessary that the 

belligerents should have a rightful intention, so that they 

intend the advancement of good, or the avoidance of evil."

War may only be pursued insofar as justice is secured, future 

peace may be lasting, and it does not become an occasion of 

evil means. An unconditional surrender is unjust when it pro

longs war and aggravates the defeated party. The defense of 

justice is of universal benefit; private gains do not consti

tute justice; therefore, governments must be concerned with 

the general good, not any specific good.

In the seventeenth century, Francisco Suarez and St. 

Robert Bellarmine added conditions to the just war theory
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governing the conduct of war. These Scholastics effectively 

finished writing the traditional theory by inclusion of the 

jus in bello--answering how war may be waged and who may be 

killed in the warring process.

The crux of the jus in bello deals with the killing 

of innocents, or non-combatants. How are we to treat non- 

combatants, especially since every country contains a signif

icant percentage of them, and taking their lives would be mur

der? It is inevitable that some non-combatants will perish 

in a war, but how can we judge the justice of our means if we 

find it necessary to take innocent lives?

From the time of St. Thomas on, the principle of "double 

effect" has allowed, under certain circumstances, the killing 

of non-combatants in the waging of war. Generally, an act 

may be performed that has evil consequences if it follows these 

conditions:

1. The act is good in itself or at least indifferent, 
which means, for our purposes, that it is a legitimate 
act of war.

2. The direct effect is morally acceptable—the de
struction of military supplies, for example, or the killing 
of enemy soldiers.

3- The intention of the actor is good, that is, he 
aims only at the acceptable effect; the evil effect is 
not one of his ends, nor is it a means to his ends.

4. The good effect is sufficiently good to compensate 
for allowing the evil effect . . . .^3

As applied to the killing of non-combatants, their death 

is allowed only when unavoidable and incidental. Further, the 
success of the military effort cannot depend on their deaths, 

and the act must be proportionately greater in good received 

than the evil manifested in innocent deaths allowed.

Again we are faced with trying to develop a calculus
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for determining good versus evil effects, and it is not likely 

that one will ever be universally accepted. Philosophers and 

theologians differ among themselves as to the weighing of good 

and evil effects,and the grey area is very large; nevertheless, 

we may still use the principle of double effect even though 

a common interpretation will not be accepted.

In analysis, what are we to gather from the just war 

theory? Postponing our conclusions, we may still make some 

preliminary observations.

What is of primary importance is that we have a basis 

for our future judgments. To dismiss immediately the just 

war theory leaves us in the middle with no way out. Therefore, 

let us accept it as valid, or at least conditionally valid, 

until a better theory presents itself. That "better theory," 

for our purposes, is not pacifism. Pacifism calls us to lie 

down in the face of all aggression; and we have already deter

mined that, in our framework, we must consider just defense 

against unjust aggression. "Pacifists must continue to devel

op their positions within their own framework, using their

own modes of moral reasoning. And so must those of us who 
44adhere to just-war principles." We have chosen just war 

as our framework, following dominant Catholic teaching and 

the American Bishops' 1983 pastoral letter.

The major problem we face in conditionally accepting
the just war theory is its application, or, more specifically,

the fact that ". . . each nation retains for itself the right 
45to judge whether or not its cause is just or unjust." Usu

ally, both sides in war claim their cause is just; how can
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we tell who really is fighting the just war?

If nations reserve the right to judge the justice of 

their cause, so too have individuals the right to form their 

own consciences in the matter. In our age, a warring nation 

(usually) not only has to convince its own citizens of the 

honor of its action, but also must consider the opinion of 

the world at large. An unjust nation can find itself faced 

not only with pressure from within, but pressure from without.

Finally, we must recognize that no side in war ever has 

total justice in either ad bellum or in bello criteria, and 

no war can be "just" on both sides. Therefore, ". . .we can 

call a war just if it approximates justice closely enough and 

rates high on most of the points detailed in the just war the

ory. War is too complex an affair to achieve a hundred per-
Zj.6cent score on all points." In a less strict framework, the 

4 7just side must "... maintain only an edge of justice." ' 

Whichever criterion we use, it is important to note that al

though some unjust means will almost certainly be used by the 

justly warring country, it does not make the war as a whole 

unjustly waged.

In the final analysis, it is the responsibility of his

tory ultimately to prove which side, if any, in a given war 

was just. In the heat of the moment that war brings, justice 

often seems to be thrown by the wayside. However, the just 
war theory exists because some people are always concerned 

with justice; and, frankly, there has not yet been a theory 
developed to replace it.



CHAPTER V

NUCLEAR WAR

Thus far in our study we have been concerned with the 

theory of war in its most general terms, with little, if any, 

thought of concrete applications. However, our age finds us 

embroiled in applications that some believe have reshaped the 

concept of war--the development of nuclear weapons. To under

stand the problem of nuclear warfare, we may analyze it in 

respect to the four issues which follow: the comparison and 

contrast of nuclear to conventional warfare and weapons; the 

concept of deterrence; the notion of a limited nuclear war; 

and the significance and morality of population warfare and 

proportionality.

Nuclear and conventional warfare. To familiarize our

selves with terms, let us accept "nuclear" warfare as using 

atomic, hydrogen, or neutron bombs, and "conventional" warfare 

as not making use of nuclear means, that is, as using the more 

traditional instruments of war like guns, knives, and cannons. 

The treatment of modern non-nuclear means, such as bacterio

logical warfare, is beyond the scope of this paper per se, 

although many of the issues may also apply.

Throughout history, the development of new means and 

methods of warfare have increased the potentiality of human 

destruction. The advent of the longbow, pike, gunpowder, and

22
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firearms allowed fewer people to extend warfare over a greater

area. Further, with every new advancement, the likelihood

and probability of non-combatants becoming victimized greatly

increased. Today, "even without the atom bomb, technological
progress in war . . . /has/ made . . ./great/ strides . . .

/and/ another war would lead to even greater devastation and 
48would have still greater impact on civilian populations."

With the advent of nuclear weapons, warfare capability 

was again increased ... in perhaps the most drastic way.

There are many different kinds of nuclear weapons, with some 

containing more firepower than others. But even one small 

atomic bomb used in war sets a precedent and may open the door 

for the consideration of all nuclear means. In addition, nu

clear weapons have a fallout potential that transcends the 

initial blast capacity in its effects. Contamination not only 

renders the immediate area humanly uninhabitable for a time, 

but is also spread over great distances. This contamination 

promotes cancer, mutations, and a host of other biological 

problems. Therefore, "most moralists feel that the dividing 

line between conventional weapons and nuclear weapons is much 

safer and easier to maintain than any fine line between 
'dirty' and 'clean' /, or large and small, nuclear/ weapons.

It is evident from our consideration of just war theory 

that conventional warfare, when escalated to an unnecessary 
extent and containing the unwarranted killing of innocents, 

is morally wrong. Before nuclear weapons, many moralists came 
out against obliteration bombing with conventional weapons.

However, many are of the opinion that the use of today's
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nuclear weapons in warfare does not even fall under the under

standing that war is both an offensive and defensive struggle. 
What John Ryan said in 1940 still holds true todays

". . . Modern war is essentially offensive in character and 

. . . its distinctive weapons are made for attack rather than 

for defense. Defense may take the form of anticipative

aggression; in nuclear war, this is the only kind of defense 

feasible at this time. This further clouds the issue of who 

the defensive party in a nuclear war would be. "While each 

nation is striving to gain all the advantages of actual phys

ical aggression, it strives equally to keep all the moral ad

vantages that belong only to the nation that is acting in self
51defense." The conflict with the just war theory is that 

it has been argued that no nuclear war could be fought or won 

by adhering to the traditional principles stated in the theory 

especially concerning non-combatant immunity.

Deterrence. Since nuclear weapons are a reality, can 

they still serve some "defensive" purpose--can they be justi

fied as being a deterrent to keep the adversary from using 

his nuclear weapons against us? Deterrence is the "'dissua

sion of a potential adversary from initiating an attack or

conflict, often by the threat of unacceptable retaliatory
52damage.'"-^ It is peculiar insofar as its goal is to educe 

a non-action from the enemy rather than an action.
To "dissuade" the enemy from using his nuclear weapons, 

our first impression is that a nation must, under certain con

ditions, be willing to use nuclear weapons. But this is not 

necessarily the case. A more subtle aspect of nuclear
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deterrence begins with the understanding that nuclear weapons 

are threatening in and of themselves; there need not be a 

spoken warning involved. Because no words need be spoken, 

we may "... distinguish between declaratory policy and 

operational policy, between what a government says it will 

do with weapons, and what it in fact plans or intends to do 

with those weapons in actual military operations."This 

argument hinges on the capacity and willingness (and morality) 

of a state to "bluff" its opponent into non-action by saying 

what it does not mean and meaning what it does not say; namely, 

that it says it will use nuclear weapons under certain condi

tions but really does not mean to use them at all, the aim 

being "dissuasion."

A second argument for deterrence says that nuclear weap

ons may actually be used. This concept of deterrence is not 

to eliminate nuclear war altogether but to limit it with the 

declaratory and operational policy of using nuclear force 

against strictly military targets. This policy is effective 

for deterring both conventional and nuclear attacks, and de

pends on the confidence of a country to survive a first strike 

--whether conventional or nuclear—in order to retaliate in 

a limited way. The subsidiary problems of limited nuclear 

war and its present efficiency of avoiding non-combatants will 

be treated in later sections.

The issue of deterrence, laid bare, asks the question 

if nuclear weapons might be possessed not only for defensive 
purposes but also to preserve peace. And if there is some 

justifiable use of nuclear weapons, then they can be possessed
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in principle.

Let us now examine the two opposing views on deterrence, 

beginning with the anti-nuclear standpoint.

Those of this school maintain "... that no amount 

of nuclear power can guarantee . . . security; that no mili

tary means at all can shield us against ... an ideological

force; and that the concept of nuclear war has indeed oblit- 
54erated the concept of military defence."-^ They claim that 

there are no foreseeable reasonable circumstances in which

today's nuclear weapons could be used; "they have only one 
use, and that is large-scale indiscriminate destruction;"^^ 

hence, they are always evil.

The concept of deterrence is seen as involving 
". . .a conditional willingness to unleash ... a ^otal 

nuclear/ war--and is therefore not only wicked in what it risks 

but in terms of implicit intention."Any risk of future 

nuclear use is evil,as.is the intent of the risk; if something 

is wrong, then the intent to do it is wrong. Further, the 

risk of a total nuclear war that quite possibly could wipe 

out humanity--combatants and non-combatants alike--is such 

a grave moral evil that, even under the most admirable hopes, 

the threat implied by deterrence is absolutely unreasonable 

in any ethical sphere.

On the other hand, those who maintain that nuclear pos

session is necessary argue that there are two possibilities 

of intention concerning nuclear weapons--intention to use and 

the intention to dissuade use. These admit that there is no

such thing at this time as a true defense against nuclear
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attack; therefore, the only potential defense is deterrence. 

With deterrence a country may protect itself from nuclear dev

astation, although this protection involves the use of threats 

—whether implicit or explicit. But is this threat of un

leashing the evil of nuclear devastation as immoral as the 

carrying out of the threat and therefore inadmissible? This 

persuasion believes not. The stakes are so high when dealing 

with nuclear war that threats become a much lesser evil. "We 

threaten evil in order not to do it, and the doing of it would 

be so terrible that the threat seems in comparison to be mor- 

ally defensible."-^' An "immoral" threat is indeed a small 

price to pay for the defense of a country, the maintenance 

of the balance of power, the preservation of the human race, 

and the protection of peace.

Limited nuclear war. Our exposition of nuclear issues 

thus far has implied, for the most part, the waging of a total 

nuclear war. However, would a small-scale, indeed, a limited, 

nuclear war be possible; furthermore, would it be moral?

Any mention of a limited war is derived from efforts 

to civilize warfare, using many of the same concepts and ideas 

found in the just war theory. And although consciousness con

cerning the concept of limited war has increased since the 

advent of nuclear weapons, the moral necessity of limited war 

far preceded that advent. More powerful weapons developed 
during the course of history enabled warfare to exterminate 

masses of people if used to their fullest extent. Attitudes 

also were changing, becoming more tolerant of indiscriminate
destruction such as was often the case in the Second World War.
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Nuclear capability, however, has brought new questions 

about whether there can in fact be any control of escalation 

in warfare. If we accept at least in principle that a small 

tonnage nuclear weapon could possibly be used against a stra

tegic target, such as a fleet of ships at sea, could two nu

clear forces prevent each other from waging a total nuclear 

war developed from successive escalations?

Before the development of nuclear weapons, it was gen

erally agreed that a nation could escalate a war if it propor

tionally was to bring more good than evil toward the cause of 

justice. The responsibility for the escalation fell on that 

nation; "... the nation that causes the escalation of a war 

. . . becomes the aggressor to that extent, even if it began 
as a defender."-5

It has been advanced, however, that there are no cri

teria to prevent escalation of nuclear warfare. ". . .If
. . . /nuclear war/ happens there are no 'rules' by which it 

59can be contained." And if there are no rules, then war is

allowed to run its own "natural course." This natural course

is ". . . that wars do not escalate by gradual degrees, but
by sudden leaps and bounds."6° In addition, nuclear war is

thought to bring confusion in command and control. "Each side

will have to know just what damage is being inflicted on the

other, what targets remain, and what weapons remain to be 
6lused." Opinion is that this information will not be attain

able, internal turbulence will result with a loss of discipline 

and discrimination, and total nuclear war will follow. For 

these reasons, some believe even a limited nuclear
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confrontation is disproportionate and therefore immoral.

A total nuclear war is total insofar as all people be

come potential targets, not that all people wage it. Practi

cally all points of view see total nuclear war as absolutely 

unwageable and immoral. The only possible "totality" of nu

clear warfare that could be justified is when a nation has 

readied all of its resources for use. "Such a war need not 

be total in its aims but only in its means, and even the means,

though all of them may be used, may be restricted in their use 
62to what is morally allowable." (This limited "totality" 

is not accepted as an option by the Soviets. "Russian stra-
Z Qtegic doctrine will not permit limited exchange . . . ." ^)

Non-combatants and double effect. We have analyzed 

the concepts of population warfare with non-combatant immuni

ty and proportionality, including the principle of double ef

fect. Let us now see how this ties in with nuclear war.

We have seen- that we must accept the fact that there 

are non-combatants and that it is not necessary to categorize 

non-combatant status^ save for recognizing that there are a 

significant number of them in every country to warrant our 

consideration. It is obvious that nuclear war, whether limited 

or not, endangers non-combatants. No longer are armies the 

only focus of attack? today there is greater potential to war 

against people, innocent or not. And not only the effects of 

the immediate blast are to be considered. We are all famil

iar with the projections of horror from nuclear fallout, fires, 

lack of adequate medical care, and the destruction of crops 

and livestock. In theory, warheads are permissible against
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troops and installations; but they may not be used against 

civilians, even while intending military purposes, because, 

according to the principle of double effect, the good cannot 

result from the evil. Our concern is whether nuclear war can 

be justified in the face of non-combatant immunity. Let us 

examine the opposing schools of thought.

Many believe that nuclear weapons endanger non- 

combatants to such a great extent that no nuclear war can be 

morally waged. Some even go so far as to say that even if non- 

combatant participation in war is greater than it used to be, 

proportionally to today's nuclear firepower it is negligible.

Of course, they do not believe it to be permissible under the 

principle of double effect to bomb a city to destroy a mili

tary target. With nuclear weapons, they state that the effect 

of the military goal is disproportionate to the large number 

of civilian casualties that would result from using today's 

large tonnage warheads. Against restricted targets, such as 

an isolated military mark, this camp still does not allow nu

clear means. They maintain that this possibility of use is 

very unlikely and we may not base morality on extreme chances. 

Even regarding self-defense, nuclear weapons are not allowable. 

"To see this means to see that we are not permitted to murder

even if murder offers the only chance of our defending what 
64we ho.ld valuable above all things." Other means of defense 

are available, for example, "certainly it is better to live 
in . . . Tan evil7 society and have the opportunity to person

ally act for the inevitable humanizing of it, than simply to 
be incinerated. "6-5
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In summary of this position, "to seek a just cause for 

a modern war is to exculpate and to blame, to declare inno

cence and assess guilty responsibility in a situation where, 

humanly speaking, guilt cannot abide solely on one side, in

nocence solely on the other.And this dual guilt results 

in the threat of the destruction of humanity.

On the contrary, some believe there is a possibility 

of justifying nuclear war and the killing of non-combatants.

One solution to the problem is to say "... that the distinc

tion between combatant and noncombatant must still be main

tained in modern war but that the class of noncombatants has 

been diminishing until in all-out war it becomes a null 

class." ' Only a very few cannot be directly attacked. A

soldier is no more responsible in a modern war than anyone 
68else. "... Who is the combatant in a push-button war?"

Another solution given is to view the principle of dou

ble effect in a somewhat different light. "Who are the direct 

object of attack is determined not by their number but by their 

function, and if the . . . ./military targe_t7 absolutely must

be taken, the proportion of good to evil can still be ob- 
69served." "Some things are only conditionally evil. Under

normal conditions they must not be done, but in a desperate

situation they cease to be evil because of some other prevail- 
70ing principle." The use of proportionate counterforce is 

always naturally just.
Nuclear capability does throw a different light on the 

just war theory. It has been suggested that two new criteria 
be added to it, these beings 1) All aggressive, even just
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aggressive, wars are prohibited; 2) Defensive war, in certain 

cases, is permitted. A defensive war must satisfy the follow
ing criteria:

First, the war must be imposed on the nation by the 
enemy's obvious and grave injustice. Defensive war is not

• defined in terms of declaring war or crossing borders or
dropping the first bombs, but the war must be thrust on 
the nation by an enemy's unjust act that can be met and 
stopped.

Second, nuclear weapons, if used, must be indispens
able for defense. The enemy must either already have re
sorted to nuclear weapons, or there must be moral certain
ty that they will do so.

Third, the proportion of good to evil, including the 
prospect of success, must be maintained. This proportion 
is not to be estimated only in terms of deaths and phys
ical damage but takes in such values as a nation's liberty 
and independence, which have always been thought a valid 
cause for war.

Fourth, a new principle of limitation is introduced. 
Conventional warfare is naturally limited by the limited 
destructiveness of the weapons used. Now that the new 
weapons have almost unlimited destructiveness, limitation 
in war must be voluntarily imposed by those fighting the 
war. This principle of limitation bans a war of extermi
nation and the unloosing of an evil that wholly escapes 
human control.31



CHAPTER VI

THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC BISHOPS IN 1983

Perhaps the most important recent document dealing with 

nuclear war, at least for American Catholics, is the United 

States National Conference of Catholic Bishops' pastoral let

ter The Challenge of Peace. Recognizing the turbulent state 

of world affairs and the threat of nuclear weapons in partic

ular, the bishops voted approval on May 3, 1983 for the fourth 

draft of their letter, which relies heavily on the just war 

theory and gives their teaching on the matter of modern war. 

Although this letter is not infallible and is only a teaching 

guide, conscientious Catholics are still expected to give se

rious consideration to it in reference to the problems of war. 

Let us examine this letter in light of the problems we have 

encountered in our study concerning the issues of nuclear war.

The bishops begin in much the same way we have—with 

an analysis of peace and war. They cite Vatican II: "peace 

is not merely the absence of war. . . . Instead, it is rightly 

and appropriately called 'an enterprise of justice' (Is. 32:7) 

Peace results from that harmony built into human society by 

its divine founder and actualized by men as they thirst after 

even greater justice.”' War is seen as an evil, but a lesser 

evil that defeats the greater evil of injustice. ". . .It 

would be worse that the injurious should rule over those who

33
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are more righteous . . . .

The right of self-defense is maintained by the bishops

as necessary when applied to governments. "... /Vatican II/

and the popes have stated clearly that governments threatened

by armed, unjust aggression must defend their people. This

includes defense by armed force if necessary as a last 
74resort."' The state has a duty to protect the innocent lives 

of its citizens and may use force if proportionately justified.

It is interesting to note that although a state must 

protect itself against unjust aggression, an individual need 

not. "Some choose not to vindicate their rights by armed 

force and adopt other methods of defense /which is admirable/

. . . as long as the rights and duties of others or of the 

community itself are not injured." Hence, pacifism can be 

an option of the individual, but only under certain conditions.

The first nuclear issue addressed by the bishops is 

counter-population Warfare. ”... The lives of innocent per

sons may never be taken directly, regardless of the purpose
7 Aalleged for doing so. This applies to both nuclear and

conventional warfare; "under no circumstances may nuclear weap

ons or other instruments of mass slaughter be used for the

purpose of destroying population centers or other predominant- 
• • • 77ly civilian targets." Furthermore, Christians may not obey 

orders that command the deliberate murder of innocents.

Turning to the use of nuclear weapons against civilian 

targets, the bishops recognize the importance of the criteria 

of intention and proportionality found in the principle of 

double effect. But they believe it rare that nuclear weapons
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can be used in accordance with these criteria. If the inten

tion of nuclear weapons is to destroy a military target while 

tolerating civilian deaths, which satisfies the justice of 

intention, "the location of industrial or militarily signif-

# icant economic targets within heavily populated areas or in

those areas affected by radioactive fallout could well involve 
such massive civilian casualties that, in . . . /the bishopsj.7 

judgment, such a strike would be deemed morally disproportion
ate, even though not intentionally indiscriminate,"''7® and 

therefore not allowed.

The bishops view a nuclear "first strike" as being al

ways immoral. They ". . .do not perceive any situation in

which the deliberate initiation of nuclear warfare, on however 
79restricted a scale, can be morally justified." The devel

opment and manufacture of weapons that are used for first 

strike purposes likewise are condemned. However, nuclear war

heads are, as we shall see later, valuable insofar as they 

have a deterrent effect on the enemy initiating nuclear war. 

Therefore, for the time being, they may be kept, although to

day they are not really "defensive" in the usual definition 

of the word. With this realization, the bishops "... urge 

NATO to move rapidly toward the adoption of a 'no first use'

policy, but doing so in tandem with development of an adequate
® 80

alternative defense posture," to a conventional attack.

The bishops advocate conventional weapons as the "ad

equate alternative defense posture." "Non-nuclear attacks by 

another state must be resisted by other than nuclear means."

Further, "by any social indicator except geography, the



36

Atlantic Alliance is superior to its neighbors in the East.

The correlation of forces ... is demonstrably in favor of 
82

the West." "On this basis the bishops have concluded: since 
conventional defense is feasible, it is morally imperative."^

• Total nuclear warfare and the use of unnecessary nucle

ar force are expressly prohibited in the letter. Any use of 

nuclear means beyond what may be legitimately classified as 

defense against either nuclear or conventional attack, such 

as total war, is unjustifiable. "To destroy civilization as 

we know it by waging a 'total war' as today it could be waged

would be a monstrously disproportionate response to aggres- 
84sion on the part of any nation."

The bishops also do not believe that nuclear war can

be contained from escalation into total war. (In the pasto

ral letter, paragraph #158, the bishops list six questions, 

including many of the contingencies we discussed last chapter, 

such as the lack of command and control, that must be ad

dressed by proponents of limited nuclear war.) The just war 

criterion of "'reasonable hope of success' places the burden 

of proof upon advocates of limited nuclear war, even in self-
O £

defense," D and until that proof is given, the bishops are 

skeptical about the real feasibility of limited nuclear war.

Yet nuclear weapons are not categorically rejected.

They do serve a purpose--deterrence. The prospect of unilat

eral disarmament is not attractive to the bishops; they 

"... admitted the obligation ... of maintaining a minimal

form of deterrence by continuing to finance and man the pres- 
86ent nuclear arsenal. Nothing less guarantees security."
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Therefore, nuclear weapons are allowed to reduce the enemy's 

nuclear arsenal and to maintain the balance of power so nec

essary for the protection of allies.

With this stand, the bishops are then forced to explain 

£ that their view is not contrary to the principle of double

effect: nuclear weapons have their end in their use; therefore, 

it is inadmissible to seek the good end of deterrence through 

the evil means of maintaining a nuclear arsenal that has only 

the potential of wicked use. Siding with Pope John Paul II, 

who also declared that deterrence is not presently immoral, 

they state that their position does not violate the principle 

of double effect: the good willed is not contingent on the 

evil. Nuclear weapons have the end of use or the potential 

to be used. "... Moral evil cannot inhere in physical poten- 
cy but only in choice?" ( the choice of use in this case. 

Possession is allowed in conjunction with a policy of nonuse. 

But is this not a contradiction--possession without intention 

to use—and hence not effective as a deterrent? Nuclear weap

ons are threatening by their very existence, in this example, 

to the Soviets:

They would . . . continue to stand in dread of the physi
cal capacity inherent in the arsenal even when it is paired 
with a policy of nonuse, which in their eyes could be ei
ther another ruse to disarm both their own publics and 
the Soviets or, if a genuine policy, still irremediably

9 and instantaneously reversible with no more formality than
a presidential call for the "football," the nuclear code
case which always accompanies the President. Deterrence 
happily is the twin of doubt.°°

This is not, however, an unconditional acceptance of 

deterrence. Firstly, present deterrent policy must recognize 
"... 'sufficiency' to deter . . . /as/ an adequate strategy;
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the quest for nuclear superiority must be rejected.This 

"sufficiency" promotes the second qualifications "nuclear de

terrence should be used as a step on the way toward progres- 

sive disarmament." Deterrence is seen as a "peace of a 

sort" and must be used to move toward true peace; in essence, 

nuclear deterrence cannot be its own end, but it can be used 

as a means to the final end of disarmament. And although there 

is a moral obligation to develop non-nuclear defenses for the 
time being, the bishops "... believe that any program /such 

as deterrence/ directed at reducing reliance on nuclear weap

ons is not likely to succeed unless it includes measures to 

reduce tensions, and to work for the balanced reduction of 

conventional forces /as well/."7 In this way, the bishops 

state the goal and theme of their pastoral letters ". . .we 

must continually say 'no' to the idea of nuclear war,"7 and,

in the final analysis, ". . . it is not only nuclear war that 
93must be prevented, but war itself."7>



CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSION

"Now that I have finished my discourse on war, just 

war, and nuclear war," I said, "we may conclude by giving our 

observations and opinions."

Collier replied, "We may, but we should realize our 

limitations. Firstly, our research, extensive as it may be, 

contains but a small portion of the writings and thought on 

war, just war, and nuclear war. Secondly, our comments will 

be limited to our degree of education, experience, and ratio

nal ability. Thirdly, war, especially nuclear war, is a very 

volatile issue today. There are many opinions, and we can 

only hope to expose-yet another side to a many-faceted and 

very complicated subject."

"Most true. Then let us begin by making some observa

tions ."

"I agree."

"There are two ways in which we may view humanity.

One is to believe that man may be perfectible, perhaps not 

now, but in the future. This way would also say that wars 

are only a temporary problem in human development; when man 

becomes perfect, there will be no more wars."

Collier said, "It would seem, however, that man is not 

becoming more perfect. Recent wars have reached new heights

39
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of cruelty and even in ordinary daily life thete is no evi

dence of any more perfection than in the past. The problems 

of nuclear destruction are only the tip of the iceberg. We 

have become more tolerant of abortion; crime in America, per-

• haps the least evil country, is high; wherever we look we find

deceit, cruelty, and hatred."

"You are correct, my friend. In the Augustinian tra

dition, these imperfections are the result of the stain of orig

inal sin. But whatever the cause, the second view of humanity 

sees man as tending toward evil because of some flaw. This 

seems to be the more plausible of the two views of humanity.

And if man is doomed to imperfection, then wars will result 

from the injustices that some men will commit. We must, of 

course, work to fight against sin and try to become better 

men, but to ever become perfect is folly. Man will forever 

war because man will forever sin.

"Further, to fight injustice can demand war on our part; 

nothing less satisfies our duty and obligation to justice and 

God himself. Some things are more important than life. Man 

should be willing to fight injustice with all his powers--even 

to give his life in extreme circumstances."

"So we must recognize a just war?" asked Collier.

"Yes."

"That seems quite a bold assertion."

"It does," I replied, "but perhaps today we have lost 

what true meaning life has. Life, as a natural law right, 

demands responsibility. Life is a gift from God; we are re

sponsible to him for an account of that life. We cannot let
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grievous sin go uncorrected and believe God will look favorably 

on our inactivity, even if our activity meant we would die."

"I can see that a war could be justified," Collier re

sponded, "but what about nuclear war? Does nuclear capability 

destroy the possibility of a just war?"

"Here we must be careful to understand exactly what 

we are talking about. Our research has relied greatly on some

what dated material. In our technological age, news quickly 

becomes old. The same holds true for technology itself. We 

do not know the scientific details of today's nuclear weapons. 

When nuclear weapons first were developed, they were very large, 

clumsy, and indiscriminate. These old warheads are what most 

people today have in mind when they talk about nuclear weapons.

"Let us address these weapons first."

"The bishops have said some helpful things, then. A 

warhead directed only to destroy a civilian population is mor

ally wrong as is a total nuclear war. The most peaceful solu

tion we have today is deterrence, and we must work toward bi

lateral disarmament of these sloppy nuclear weapons."

"So the bishops are correct in their judgments?"

"Perhaps. But we may still raise objections to some 

parts of their pastoral letter."

"True," Collier said. "Although it is a teaching guide, 

we may still form our own opinions concerning nuclear war."

I began, "I am hesitant about saying unequivocally that 

today's nuclear weapons are always immoral in use. It seems 

that society's recourse to war is a right and a necessity in 

some instances. There have been many conventional wars since
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the first atomic bomb was dropped in 1945, and if conven

tional warfare can be used to correct an injustice, only it 

should be used. However, there could possibly be in the fu

ture some most heinous injustice and circumstance that could

6 necessitate nuclear means, however limited they would have

to be."

"What of the non-combatants?" asked Collier.

"In every war that has ever been waged, non-combatants 

have been killed. Granted, in some wars few have been killed,

but in other conventional wars there have been tremendous num

bers of non-combatant casualties. And even one non-combatant 

casualty in war is a tragedy."

"Must we then ban all war, because at least one non-

combatant will die?"

"We cannot, because justice is more important than life 

and societies have the right to war under certain conditions.

My point is that we should not consider nuclear war to be nec

essarily more evil than conventional war. If the criteria 

in the just war theory and the principle of double effect have 

been accepted in the past with conventional warfare, then we 

must accept the possibility of a just nuclear war in the future 

And we do accept the just war theory and double effect."

Collier responded, "But nuclear war is thought to es

calate into total warfare. You have said that total warfare 
is morally wrong."

"I have said that total warfare is morally wrong. There 

fore, the issue of nuclear war seems to hinge on the limitation 

of nuclear means. I am of the opinion that nuclear warfare
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can be limited and can be no more unjustifiable than a large- 

scale conventional war, such as the Second World War, that 

saw the deaths of many millions of people over its six years."

"The American bishops are skeptical about the feasibil

ity of a limited nuclear war, as are many others."

I replied, "Let us address the bishops' dismissal of 

the possibility of limited nuclear warfare. In the past it 

seems warfare has been limited by both the people conducting 
war and the finite destructive power of the conventional weap

ons used. Even the atomic means used against Japan in the 

Second World War were not as extensive as they could have been. 

Is there any reason nuclear warfare, especially with the pub

licity it has received, cannot be limited? Nuclear warfare 

also would be limited, not because of finite destructive power, 

but now rather the infinite destructive power of nuclear weap

ons. For no nation wants to commit nuclear suicide, which

total nuclear war would be."

Collier said, "It seems that nations would find it in 

their best interests, not to mention their very survival, to 

limit nuclear war, if there was one."

"My final comment," I continued, "also deals with lim

ited nuclear war, but in a broader context. We have stated 

that today's nuclear weapons are large, clumsy, and indiscrim

inate, but the future development of nuclear weapons, if we 

are to judge from their development since 1945 to today, points 

toward smaller, more accurate, and more discriminate weapons.

A total halt in the development of all nuclear weapons would 

keep us from creating warheads that, in the future, may become



very contained in both blast and nuclear fallout, and may be 

so accurate that the targetal margin of error may be measured 
in inches instead of miles. These 'nuclear' weapons then would 

be very much like large conventional weapons in usable force."
• "How would these be any more valuable than large con

ventional weapons?"

"If a nation had these small discriminatory nuclear 

weapons, it would also have ones ranging in power from the 

small to today's mega-warheads. And then the concept of nuclear 

war would take on a whole new meaning."

"How so?"

"The nation with the developed warheads could threaten 

a nation that had only large warheads by letting it know that 

it would use its very small nuclear weapons against military 

targets with very few civilian casualties. The other nation 

then would have no nuclear recourse except to fire its large 

nuclear weapons, which would cause many civilian deaths be

cause they would be indiscriminate; this use of large warheads 

would prompt a retaliation of large warheads by the first na

tion. Since no country wants to commit nuclear suicide, the 

second country would not use its large weapons at all. Hence, 

the first nation could checkmate it by having nuclear weapons 

that it could not respond to. Limitation here would be the 

key to victory, and this limitation could only come through 

development."

"These are substantial arguments," said Collier, "and 

arguments that show how many different opinions can be given 

on all topics of war. Our philosophical discussion now may
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close with my conclusion. We have done well to keep our emo

tions, for the most part, out of our findings, but many people 

are very emotive about war, particularly nuclear war. Emotions 

have their place, but not in a Scholastic discussion. Let 

us promote dialogue and reason rather than stubbornness and 

emotions to solve these and all our philosophical problems.

"And let us remember that, with nuclear war, the future

remains to be seen. Only in history will we know for certain

what the outcome is.

'Be careful! Oh, gee!
Who's going to drop it?

• • •Will you 
'Be patient . 
We will see

? Or will he .
We'll see.

■ ■ •

Naturally, I agreed
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