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During last year’s hlilitary Procurement Authoriza- 
tion Hcarings, a Senator requested that a speech 
rclating current defense policy to the Christian just 
war doctrine be inserted into the record. He was 
quick to note, however, that he agreed only with 
some of the speaker’s views on defense policy, not 
with tlie moral principles outlined: “You won’t find 
tlicm in any doctrine in any church; in fact, the 
Githolic Church justifies the use of force to protect 
life and property.” Another Senator pointed out that 
tlie speech included the statement, “According to 
Cluistian doctrine the use of force to oppress evil 
can be justifiable under certain conditions,” and 
nddcd tlie caution: “I would hope the implication 
is not that under certain other conditions it would 
be wrong to resist evil.” 

Tlic potcntially scandalous but usually ignored 
significance of the just war doctrine for our age of 
total ~ ’ a r  is that it does in fact set definite, morally 
unbrenknble limits to a just use of force so that 
“rindcr certain conditions it would be wrong to re- 
sist evil.” Tlic doctrine holds that against even the 
most unscrupulous enemy a defense must not be 
nude through morally evil means. Nor can one en- 
gage justly in a defense \vllich would result in a 
disproportionate amount of -evil. As Pope Pius SII ,  
oiie of tlic foremost modern theorists of the doctrine, 
put it in 1954: “X’hen the damages caused by war 
are not comparable to those of ‘tolerated injustice,’ 
one may have a duty to ‘suffer the injustice,”’ The 
just um- is :i linuted conflict by definition. If it is 
tliouglit tliat national defense must exceed those 
limits in order to be successful, then one may have 
a du? to suffer the injustice. 

But tlic precise nature of the limits imposed by 
the just war doctrine have not a l n y s  been well de- 
fined, cspecially with regard to nuclear lvar. Almost 
a11 mornlists are agrccd on the general principle 
tliat tlie doctrine does establish certain limits of de- 
fcnsc, and that nuclear \var to be just must corifomi 
to tlicm. The case for a “just nuclear war” is argued 
by scaling d0n.n the prospective conflict to the mor- 
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a1 theory’s limits, not by opening up the theory so 
that it has no limits. Total, indiscriminate warfare 
was condemned by Pius in the address quoted 
above, Speaking to the delegates of the World hfed- 
ical Association he said at that time: “When putting 
this method [ABC warfare] to use involves such an 
estension of the evil that it entirely escapes from 
the control of man, its use must be rejected as im- 
moral. Here there would no longer be a question of 
‘defense’ against injustice or a necessary ‘safeguard- 
ing’ of legitimate possessions, but the pure and sim- 
ple annihilation of all human life within the radius 
of action. This is not permitted for any reason what- 
soever.” 
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The Pope was here reaffirming the classic just war 
distinction between combatant and non-combatant 
and the obligation to preseme the rights of the in- 
nocent, rights obviously transgressed by ”the pure 
and simple annihilation of all human life within the 
radius of action.” Since few Protestant theologians 
would challenge the substance of Pius’ condemna- 
tion, the methods of total war have been effectively 
ruled out of the Christian frame of reference. 

Short of total war, an act of such evident injus- 
tice that a formal condemnation is almost U M W ~ S -  

sary, the problem of specifying just limits remains. 
The root principle at stake in all such efforts is that 
one is never permitted to seek the death of an in- 
nocent non-combatant. The willful killing of the in- 
nocent is murder, in war as well as in peace. The 
first theologian to apply this principle with any thor- 
oughness to the indiscriminate bombing of World 
IVar I1 was the Jesuit, John C. Ford, in “The MO- 
rnlih‘ of Obliteration Bombing” (Theological Stud- 
ies, ‘1944). His pioneer effort remains basic to any 
discussion today of the morality of nuclear bombing 
and deterrence. 

Father Ford began by establishing beyond rea- 
sonable doubt the contemporary validity of the dis- 
tinction between combatant and non-combatant. A 
combatant is defined by his close participation in 
the \vilging of war, and despite propaganda and 
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common assumptions to the contrary, a careful sur- 
vey of the occupations in any modern, w ” e  state 
is enough to show that at least three-quarters of 
the population is innocent of such participation and 
enjoys a natural-law right of immunity from violent 
repression. 

The second part of his article consisted in a \veigh- 
ing of the claim that the obliteration bombing of 
German cities could be justified by the principle of 
double effect, with the killing of the predominant 
non-combatant population senping as an unintended, 
incidental effect. His argument was in two steps: 
that obliteration bombing in fact clearly included 
the direct intent to kill the innoccnt; that, even if 
it could be considered indirect, the killing would be 
unjustifiable for lack of a proportionate rcason. Basic 
to the first step was the point that it is not psycho- 
logicallv possible to bomb predominantly civilian 
targets and, at the same time, to withhold the in- 
tention of killing the innocent. Basic to the second 
step was the point that an evi l  which is definite, 

widespread, certain, and immediate (the destruction 
of the lives and property of the innocent) cannot be 
compensated for by a problematical, speculative, fu- 
ture good (the winning or shortening of the war). 

This limitation of means established by Ford in 
terms of World IVar II-the moral immunity of civil- 
ian areas from massive bombing-has been brought 
up to date by his more recent analysis of hydrogen 
bombing (Theology Digest, 1957). By applying the 
principles of his earlier article to the hydrogen 
bombing of cities he reaches the conclusion that 
such bombing is again a massive liolation of the 
rights of the innocent and adds that “if this kind 
of warfare were once conceded by moralists to be 
legitimate, it would mean the practical nbandon- 
ment of any distinction between innocent noncom- 
batants and guilty aggressors-that fundamental dis- 
tinction which the Catholic Church has taught for 
centuries. W e  would be adopting, in practice at 
least, the immorality of total war.” 

This finding seems consistent with the teaching 
of Pius XI1 and has been confirmed by the work 
of other moralists. One of England‘s best-known 
Catholic theologims, Dr. L. L. hicReavy, made the 
statement in 1953 that “in no circumstances, not 
even to save the \Vestem world from being swamped 
by atheistic communism, vi11 it ever fie Ia\vfiil to 
e@ode indiscriminate nuclear weapons of the Mil- 

jor type on predominantly chilian centers of popu- 
lation.” In his Easter sermon of the same year, Car- 
dinal Godfrey affirmed this principle in alinost es- 
actly the same words. And in 1062 the English phi- 
losopher, Father Anthony Kenny, noted tlint moral 
theologians in that country .had reached agreement 
with the principle thus stated bv hicReavy and the 
Cnrdinal. 

If such agreement in principle is not so clearly 
evident among American Catholics, the foremost rea- 
son would have to be tliat few of them have even 
shown any interest in the problem. IVith a few es- 
ceptions like Fathers Ford and Francis J. Conncll, 
who also ruled out anti-population, H-bombs, the 
development of a beginning “nuclear theology” has 
been the achievement of the English. (One other 
major exception to American Catholic apathy, John 
Courtney hiurray, S.J., has unfortunately never 
brought his principles close enough to nuclear war 
to deliver a judgment on city-destroying.) But even 
without much theological prompting, a few con- 
cerned policy analysts like John Aloriarty and James 
Dougherty have acknowledged the morally binding 
nature of a no-city limit. 

Among Protestant moralists the interest has been 
greater and a similar consensus has been gradually 
evolving. Dr. John C. Bennet in his volume, Nuclcar 
\Vcapons atitl the Conflict of Consciencc, denied 
that “we could ever justify the use of megaton 
bombs for massive attacks on the centers of popu- 
lation of another country no matter what the provo- 
cation.” The same principle has been defended at 
length by the leading just-war theologan in the 
country, Paul Ramsey, first in his book, W a r  atid 
LIic CIiristian Cotucicnce (1961), and more recently 
in the pamphlet, The Limits of Nuclcar War (1963, 
published by The Council on Religion and Inter- 
national Affairs). Ramsey’s doctrine of the just war 
is, in fact, little more than a complex elaboration of 
the single principle of noncombatant immunity and 
its derivative, no city destruction, which he fixes as 
an absolute nom. 
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Building on a foundation solidly established by 
Ford and Ramsey, the Christian theological com- 
munity seems therefore to be approaching unanim- 
i ty  on at least one limitation of means by which the 
justice of a prospective nuclear war can be meas- 
ured: thermonuclear weapons must never be used 
against population centers no nutter whut the p o o -  
ocation. Such an act involves necessarily, through 
its very nature, a direct intention of killing hun- 
dreds of thousands of noncombatants, most of them 
women and children. It is therefore intrinsically evil, 
ilnd on the most enormous scale conceivable; it is 
n use of the  greatest desh-uctive power in man’s 
liistory to accomplish mass murder. 

But welcome as it is nineteen years after Hiro- 
shima, agreement on an absolute limitation of means 
is only the f i s t  step in a theological response to 
the nuclear crisis. Leaving aside for the moment 
the question what further principles must supple- 
ment this wellestablished limit, the irrelevance of 
any principle is clear without its application to the 
quaestio facti. Thoological principle must meet stra- 
tegic fact. Still it is at this point that theologians 
understandably become hesitant, approaching as 
they must the specialized realms of nuclear strategy 
and politics. Despite the crucial importance of ap- 
plication, die natural inclination of the theologian 
is instead to stop short at the door of officialdom 
and dispense principles to the strategists on their 
way into work. The danger of this prudent course, 
all the more evident from a close reading of the 
“overkill” literature, is that most strategists have a 
convcnicnt, frequently emptied file for such prin- 
ciples. The point here is not simply a matter of good 
or bad will but more one of vision and awareness. 
I t  is the seeming irrelevance of moral principle to 
a vast military machine grown accustomed to the 
permissive silence of Christianity and to the auton- 
omous demands of military necessity. Fundamental- 
ly then the question is, how can the Church make 
its principles felt on so profoundly important a ques- 
tion when the public authorities (and most Chris- 
tians for thnt matter) interpret its present stand as 
n sign of unqualified support? 
0 

The most obvious way to begin to make principle 
relevant is for the moralist to acquaint himself with 
tlie strange discourse of thermonuclear war strat- 
egists now increasingly audible to civilian ears. The 
writings of strategists have reached such abundance 
that from this point on the kind of theological in- 
nocence which issues and ends in unapplied, and 
sometimes inapplicable, principles should no longer 

be taken seriously. A second step therefore in a 
theological response to the nuclear crisis is the task 
of making established principle meet strategic fact, 

With regard to the basic limiting principle of no- 
city destruction, there is a central strategic element 
in nuclear war which seems to render the “just nu- 
clear war’’ contradictory in essence and unrealizable 
in fact. This element is the strategic need today for 
a total-war deterrent or “umbrella” in order to en- 
force any actual limitation of means. The necessary 
condition for limiting war between nuclear powers 
is the constant mutual threat of unlimited retalia- 
tion if the limits are passed. Strategists up to and 
including the Secretary of Defense have repeatedly 
emphasized this total-war deterrent as a sine qua 
non of nuclear power politics. 
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The immediate moral problem raised by this stra- 
tegic demand is its head-to-head conflict with the 
absolute limitation of means, no city destruction, 
whose practical realization is at the same time one 
of its goals. In order to make the absolute moral 
limit viable in practice, one must also make it con- 
ditional and profess a readiness to break it and ”de- 
stroy an enemy society if driven to it,” as Secretary 
McNamara put it in his AM Arbor address (June 
16,1962), and as he and other officials like Dr. Main 
Enthoven, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, 
have since continued to emphasize. But if the limit 
is morally unbreakable to begin with, it could not, 
of course, be waived in the end to make possible 
a “necessary,” *‘punitive“ act of genocide. Condi- 
tional or retaliatory murder is still murder. The pro- 
hibition against H-bombing a city is constituted 
from the intrinsic character of the act and from the 
natural, permanently inviolable rights of the inno- 
cent. No circumstances exist or could exist in which 
“it might be all right” or “necessary” to commit a 
few Hiroshimas. The moral barrier against cityde- 
stroying and against its cumulative effect, society- 
destroying or genocide, is a stone wall made of a 
million Mosaic slabs having the individual and col- 
lective strength of the divine imperative, ”Thou 
shalt not kill.” 

The only conceivable way out of this conflict be- 
tween absolute moral principle and strategic neces- 
sity, short of rejecting all nuclear war, is to intro- 
duce a moral split between deterrence, or the threat 
of city destruction, and the act itself in execution. 
Sinco the fulfilment of the threat would clearly be 
immoral, our only hope of retaining the deterrent 
morally is to create an abyss between the threat 
and its actual execution. This is the argument from 



bluf, the argument that the West would never in 
fact carry out in actual war its threats of city or 
society destruction. If such final restraint could be 
legitimately assumed despite appearances to the 
contrary, thermonuclear deterrence would not in- 
volve a conditional commitment to the murderous 
methods of total war. The upper reaches of the 
deterrent could be considered instead as a “bluff’ 
whose only purpose is to restrain the enemy within 
the same nuclear limits which we ourselves would 
in no case exceed. 

Before considering the merits of the argument 
from bluff from the standpoint of the no-city im- 
perative, one particularly loose assumption in it 
which is not formally at issue here should at least 
be noted. That assumption is that a perfectly tar- 
geted counterforce, nocities nuclear war could in it- 
self, apart from any higher threat, fulfill the require- 
ments of a just war. Given, however, the increasing 
possibility of a large number of hardened enemy 
missile bases vulnerable only to the larger weapons, 
even an attack directed exclusively at such military 
targets would raise a grave question with regard to 
the “incidental” effects of several hundred thermo- 
nuclear explosions across a country. A huge loss of 
civilian life through fallout or ecological effects, 
however ‘indirect” or “unintended,” would still be 
unjustifiable by that just war principle of propor- 
tionality which can compel one ”to suffer the in- 
justice.‘‘ 

But the principle of proportionality is not so clear- 
ly established in its limits and application as is non- 
combatant immunity. The argument from bluff seeks 
principally to avoid an otherwise irresolvable con- 
flict between the strategic necessity of a total-war 
deterrent and the no-city imperative. 

I t  must be donceded that the premise of the ar- 
gument from ’bluff, a secret rock-like resolution by 
the responsible officials never to cany out their 
public threat, is a possible one. And this is precisely 
where the argument derives an appearance of 
strength: no one can disprove its premise. One can 

quote nuclear strategist Herman Kahn’s practical ob- 
jection that “while we can probably keep the details 
of our war plans secret, it is most unlikely that we 
can keep the philosophy behind them secret,” thus 
calling into question the perfectly kept secrecy of 
a philosophy of absolute restraint. According to the 
strategists, the effective credibility of the deterrent 
depends on the will to carry out the threat. 

One can point out how unlikely it is that the great- 
est and most automatic war machine in human his- 
tory, if provoked by the destruction of its own cities, 
would do less than retaliate in kind. But it must still 
be admitted tliat it might restrain itself, and that 
its command might be prepared to do so in perfect 
secrecy without alarming Senators like the two 
quoted earlier. I t  is also possible that a particular 
thennonuclear war might not be so awful as we 
imagine. And after it all we might even call our- 
selves Christians when confronted by the results of 
our work. All these are possibilities. A secret reso- 
lution never to destroy cities is no less likely than 
the others, all of which possibilities, however un- 
likely in fact, we are inclined to look upon hope- 
fully as narrow ways out of a moral impasse. 

More relevant in evaluating the argument from 
bluff than the possibility of its premise being objec- 
tively true (and the at least equal possibility of its 
being murderously false) is the subjective demand 
which it makes upon the conscience of the individ- 
ual citizen. If we concede, as we must, the bare pos- 
sibility of an objectively good conscience for a few 
responsible officials, there remain several hundred 
million uninitiated participants in the West’s nuclear 
policies, namely its citizens. The argument from 
bluff to be effective must maintain a purity of in- 
tention in all those committed to an outwardly evil 
policy, citizens as well as statesmen. No Western 
leader could employ a nuclear deterrent without 
the support and cooperation of the body politic. A 
presumed right intention, held secretly by the states- 
man and conflicting with all outward signs, must 
therefore be extended somehow to the citizen con- 
fronted by the same public evidence of the deter- 
rent as the enemy. 

It is here that the basic tensions of the bluff po- 
sition are most apparent. For to realize the twofold 
moral-military objectives of the argument, the gov- 
ernment must be seen as presenting the American cit- 
izen and the Soviet strategist with the same factual 
basis for two diametrically opposed judgments, each 
of them so well-founded that the government is 
right to expect it. Both agents are given the public 
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fact of a total-war threat: an already huge, s t i l l  
gro\ving missile-bomber force far outnumbering mil- 
iti i iv t q e t s ;  tlie d~cl i~red  intention to use this force 
for the destruction of an enemy society as a last re- 
sort. On the one hand, the Soviet strategist must 
I M \ T  tlie good sense to believe this threat for it to 
lie militarily effective. But on the other hand, the 
Anicrican citizen niust disbelieve the threat in or- 
der to make his support of it morally permissible, 
sincc i t  is the citizen’s formal and material coopera- 
tion i n  a potential act of genocide Lvliich is at stake 
Iiere. How then is the citizen to pass from such 
strong negntive evidence, \vhich senes as the basis 
for the Soliet strategist’s fear, to a contrary belief 
in a11 underlying right intention? The answer is: by 
;in act of faith. 

From all ouhvard appearances, a citizen who sup- 
ports sucli a publicly stated and reiterated policy of 
“destroying an enemy societ). if driven to it” is co- 
operating in conditional genocide, with no awarenesi 
of the presumably right intentions which lie secretly 
at its heart. The cooperation and resultant responsi- 
bility would, of course, be greatly heightened for 
ccrtain classes of citizens, like a missile manufacturer 
or a “button-pusher.” Yet in each case, according to 
the argument from bluff, any moral responsibility 
for what is potentially the most murderous act in 
man’s history can be avoided by a leap of faith, 
beyond publicly stated threats, to the right moral 
intentions secretly animating the Pentagon’s “War 
Boom.” The argument from bluff rests ultimately on 
an utterly blind act of faith. 

e 

\!’c should be careful not to deny a purely nat- 
ural faith its proper place. There a n  be no doubt 
that faith in tlie good will of those we live and 
ivork with is an essential element in human life. 
Tliis is cqually hue of the faith we place in elected 
officiills. \{‘e must often rely on tlieir judgment for 
the sake of order, 

At the same time there are certain crucially im- 
portant political issues, concerning the destiny of 
whole peoples, on which every citizen must pass 
judgment personally and with his entire nioral being. 
The racial crisis is one of these. Thermonuclear war 
is mother. For a citizen deliberately to make a blind 
act of faith in his superiors’ judgment on such mat- 
ters, against all objective evidence, and then go 
dutifully about his affairs with eyes averted, is a sin 
and crime that we should by now, after an abundance 
of Third Reicli accounts, be able to recognize in- 
stinctively. Our failure to do so, and the readiness of 

moralists to provide a rationale for our own eva- 
sions of conscience, are suggestions enough of the 
moral passivity in our own society. 

Apart then from the moral sophistication required 
for a preservation of innocence through ”blufT,” and 
which could therefore be a legitimate escape only 
for theologians, it can be questioned if it is this kind 
of faith which we need most in our present crisis. 
Christian citizens are right to place a proper faith 
in the holders of legitimately constituted authority. 
But as ab0L.e all, Christians, they are also riglit to 
refuse support to steps professedly and obviously 
taken to destroy cities and societies if the “neces- 
sary” occasion should arise, and right to ground this 
refusal on a deeper kind of faith which must sorne- 
times “obey Cod rather than men.” To characterize 
this refusal to cooperate in genocide as being some- 
how a rejection of “a Christian responsibility for 
the secular order” is only to recall other irresponsible 
opponents of that same occasionally blind order 
who have outlived their times and the accusation. 
Thus is not so much to identify Thomas More as a 
Renaissance conscientious objector as it is to suggest 
that a Christian responsibility for the secular order 
goes a good deal deeper than making acts of faith in 
thermonuclear war plans. 

The faith on which the moral defense of the ther- 
monuclear deterrent rests is a faith against public 
policy, against poised weapons systems, and against 
a congress and electorate which would ruin any 
administration suspected of only bluffing to retaliate 
“if necessary” on an enemy society. It is a faith that 
the enormous facts before us are an illusion, and 
that the moral imperatives they thrust at us will be 
turned away finally by the deft shielding tactics of 
theologians schooled to reject instinctively any “ex- 
treme” in the name of an overbearing prudence. 
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If prudence is practical wisdom, however, there 
is some prudence in the view that neither Chris- 
tianity nor democracy is well served by means which 
on any close inspection bear the sign of mankind’s 
destruction. Such a prudence would suggest as well 
that it is the Christian who is uniquely equipped to 
maintain the rights of life and of conscience against 
the murderous “necessity” of world events and in  
spite of the consequences his stand may bring upon 
him. Genuine Christian prudence is no apologia for 
skirting thermonuclear occasions of genocide. For 
the practical wisdom of the Christian is founded 
not on an ethics of fear but on the scandalous ex- 
treme of a cross. 


