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Jason Ho, Professor of Physics

Today I bring you a particularly joyful topic. I have a lot of content, and I don’t think I will get to all of it, but I hope to give you an overview of the history of nuclear weapons, some context of the current US arsenal, and some of the plans for modernizing these facilities. 

I also want to end with a brief conversation about how we might start to think about this from a Christian perspectives, and resources that I’m really reflecting on. 



Disclaimer, and my interest
• I’m a visitor to this space.

• My expertise is in physics, not history, 
geopolitics, or theology

• Why talk about nuclear weapons?
• Discussions around nuclear issues have 

been “reignited” within popular culture 
thanks to films such as Oppenheimer.

• Norms are shifting around nuclear coercion 
and “saber-rattling”

• Students are showing interest and 
curiosity--- so how do we talk about it 
Christianly?

“I would like to remind those who 
make such statements regarding 
Russia that our country has different 
types of weapons as well, and some 
of them are more modern than the 
weapons NATO countries have. In 
the event of a threat to the 
territorial integrity of our country 
and to defend Russia and our 
people, we will certainly make 
use of all weapon systems 
available to us.

This is not a bluff.” 
Vladimir Putin, September 21, 2022
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First, a disclaimer.

I am not going to add anything to the long tradition of scholars that have come before me--- I am a visitor to this space, and this presentation is partially a way of working these things out for myself. I do believe we are returning to questions and ideas that have laid dormant for the past few decades since the end of the Cold War. That said, I’ve tried to be as thorough as possible, representing a number of perspectives, and I’ve cited some resources throughout. 

So why talk about such a heavy and existential topic? 

First, issues around the atomic bomb and arms control have been in the public eye with the recent box office success of the movie Oppenheimer.

(transition twice)
As well, over the past eight years, we've seen North Korea increase in its nuclear capabilities, we've witnessed nuclear threats exchanged between leaders on the world stage, and concerns over nuclear weapons and the countries that wield them have ceased to be a historic Cold-War issue. (transition)

Lastly, I’ve had more and more students show interest or curiosity in nuclear issues. I've been wondering myself--- how do we think about these issues Christianly? How do we tackle questions raised by our students, or steward our own anxieties and fears?
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Another reason is because I am a physicist, and (rightly or wrongly) I feel some foundational responsibility for my vocation--- since before the atomic bomb was functional, physicists have been dedicated to advocating against these weapons that we have also had a hand in creating. Currently, much of the production and maintenance for the nuclear stockpile takes place at laboratories where basic science gets done such as Los Alamos or Lawrence-Livermore National Labs, and a good portion of physics research takes place with funding from the Department of Defense. 

Niels Bohr was the first person to ever advocate for nuclear arms control, presciently fearing that the American development of the bomb would fracture the Allied axis and lead to an unconstrained arms race. 
J. Robert Oppenheimer, leader of the Manhattan project and the so-called “Father of the Bomb” began lobbying for international arms control after Hiroshima, and opposed the later development of the even more powerful thermonuclear bomb
Andrei Sakharov was a Soviet physicist who played a key role in developing the most powerful nuclear weapon ever deployed--- the Tsar Bomba. Afterwards, concerned about the moral and political implications of his work he dedicated the rest of his career advocating against nuclear proliferation.
Linus Pauling was an influential American chemist who was influenced by the pacifism of his wife, Ava Helen Pauling. He spent much of his life campaigning against nuclear weapons, and was awarded the 1962 Nobel Peace Prize. 

Finally, the work of these individuals and more led to the formation of organizations such as the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, the Union of Concerned Scientists, and the Physicists Coalition for Nuclear Threat Reduction. 
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On August 6, 1945 the US dropped a ~15 kt atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan. On August 9, 1945 the US dropped a ~20 kt atomic bomb on Nagasaki, Japan. Japan unconditionally surrendered on August 15. 

A nuclear weapon has not been used in combat since, although these weapons have been closely studied in over 2000 nuclear tests world-wide. 
About half of the energy of a nuclear explosion goes into the initial blast and resulting shockwave generating winds of 620 mph; 
35% of the energy goes into thermal radiation where temperatures could reach tens of millions of degrees
the remaining 15% goes to ionizing and residual radiation which can leave lasting damage on the land and the people who are exposed to it. 

The radiation released from the bomb creates a power electromagnetic pulse which can damage electronics and disrupt radiocommunications.

Historically there has been a hypothesis of a possible “nuclear winter” due to the large-scale injection of soot into the atmosphere, causing climate cooling on a global scale--- we see this cooling effect naturally in the climate record through events such as volcanic eruptions which inject sulphur compounds into the stratosphere. Modern studies project that 50 Hiroshima-sized bombs could be sufficient. Early studies on this suffered from overly simplistic climate models but some have revisited these ideas applying modern computational models. What is certain is that the effect of large-scale nuclear war on natural systems is unknown. 



Orders of Magnitude

July 16, 1945
5:29:45 a.m. (Mountain War Time)
Trinity Site, Alamogordo Test Range, Jornada del Muerto desert.
Yield: 19 - 21 Kilotons

April 7, 1951
5:33:57 p.m. (Marshall Islands Time)
Runit Site, Enewetak Atoll
Yield: 81 Kilotons
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There are arguments that would say that nuclear weapons are not so different than other conventional weapons, except for their scale. Famously, the firebombing of Tokyo in WWII killed a comparable number of Japanese as the atomic bomb at Hiroshima--- but many more planes and many more bombs were used. Devices such as explosive mines, chemical weapons, or dirty bombs can cause long-lasting damage to the people and the land, similar to the radiological effects of a nuclear weapon. But so far, I find these arguments unconvincing. Nuclear weapons are different because of their scale. And their scale can be difficult to imagine. 

As soon as you start talking about large numbers, it’s easy to get lost. I find it difficult to imagine the difference between $1000 and a billion dollars, for example. In physics, we call these factors of ten “orders of magnitude”. There’s a few different ways to visualize the effect of a nuclear bomb, including a really wonderfully done and sobering website by nuclear historian Alex Wellerstein where you can overlay the estimated effect of nuclear weapons of various sizes on top of Google Maps. It’s hard for me to sort out whether I find that more humanizing, or less humanizing. So I’ve opted for a different graphic instead




MAXIMILIAN BODE (tumblr.com)

est. 129,000 killed

est. 226,000 killed

1 metric ton 
(~2200 lbs)

=      = 11 tons (MOAB)
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Typically bomb yields are compared against the equivalent metric tons of TNT--- abbreviated to just “tons”. One ton of TNT is represented by a pink square. One thousand pink squares is a kiloton--- represented by a red square. 

For some reference (if it helps you, I’m not sure it helps me), the largest conventional explosive in the US arsenal is currently the “Mother of all Bombs”. I’ve sized a red-square for the kiloton equivalent, but it’s kinda hard to see---- here it is.

Population of Sioux Falls is ~210000

https://maximilianbode.tumblr.com/post/21863760977/i-created-an-infographic-about-the-power-of




Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Finally, the largest nuclear weapon detonated by the US was called “Castle Bravo”, with a yield of 15,000 kilotons.
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Finally, the largest nuclear weapon detonated by the US was called “Castle Bravo”, with a yield of 15,000 kilotons.






The largest nuclear weapon detonated was the “Tsar 
Bomba”, a Russian bomb with a yield of 58,000 kt 
(almost 4 times that of Castle Bravo). 

“A nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought.”
Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev
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While Castle Bravo is the largest nuclear weapon demonstrated by the US, the largest nuclear weapon ever detonated was “Tsar Bomba”, a Russian test with nearly four times the yield of Castle Bravo. Castle Bravo was 2.5 slides of red blocks, and Tsar Bomba would be about ten slides worth.

All the war games and simulations throughout the Cold War showed both Americans and Russians that the prospect of all-out nuclear war was an unwinnable situation. 
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After the demonstration of the world’s first nuclear weapon, a nuclear arms race began between the US and the Soviet Union. At its peak, the US and the USSR each had tens of thousands of nuclear weapons in their arsenal. Thanks in part to various treaties and agreements between the US and the Soviet Union, that number slowly dwindled down to a few thousand stockpiled per country, with only 1550 deployed at any one time. 

(transition)
However, today there are nine countries that have nuclear weapons in their arsenals: the US, the UK, France, Israel, Pakistan, India, China, North Korea, and Russia. 



The Nuclear Triad
• The “nuclear triad” is a military-force 

structure composed of three nuclear-
capable pieces:

• Land-based missiles
• Bomber aircraft
• Ballistic missile submarines 

• These pieces form the structure of a 
“nuclear deterrent”

• Dread and uncertainty is a feature, not a bug.

“Nuclear weapons have always presented policy-makers with a paradox. On the one 
hand, they are the most destructive weapons ever devised by man and their use 
must be prevented; on the other hand, nuclear weapons are the most effective 
deterrent to such use.” –General C. Robert Kehler

“But the triad as we know it was 
not the result of any sort of 
systematic plan. It simply evolved 
as the Air Force and the Navy (the 
Army was effectively prevented 
from competing in the strategic 
arena) built weapons in no small 
measure to deny the budgetary 
advantage to each other. As 
former Secretary of Defense James 
Schlesinger said almost a quarter 
century ago, the rationale for the 
triad is ‘just a rationalization.’”

Stephen I. Schwartz
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The nuclear arsenal of these countries come in up to three different forms. In the early 1960s, the US conceived of a “nuclear triad” of strategic nuclear delivery--- a large motivating factor of this was that each branch of the US military wanted to play a role in the U.S. nuclear arsenal. Later on during the cold war a more cohesive rationale was developed--- different modes of delivery had complementary strengths and weaknesses that would maximize options. I think it’s important to highlight this--- I’m sure 

Only the US, Russia, India, and China successfully maintain a full nuclear triad (Israel is suspected to maintain one, but this is unconfirmed). For example, France and the UK only operate on a dyad of bombers and submarines. 

One of the inherent problems with nuclear weapons is that because of their scale and great destructive power, no one wants them used. However, the best way known to defend against them is to possess them and maintain a credible, functional arsenal. This is the paradox of deterrence. 



Bomber Fleet (B-52H and B-2A)
“Consisting of 46 nuclear-capable B-52H Stratofortress and 20 B-2A Spirit 
aircraft, the nation's bomber fleet is the most flexible leg of the triad, 
capable of providing massive firepower in a short time anywhere on the 
globe, even through the most advanced defenses.” 

US Department of Defense

• Normally 50 of the total 66 nuclear-capable bombers are 
deployed at one time, with about 300 deployed warheads.

• “Unlike ICBMs and SLBMs, bombers can be visibly deployed 
forward, as a signal in crisis to strengthen deterrence of 
potential adversaries and assurance of allies and partners.” 
2010 Nuclear Posture Review
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W76-1: 90 kt
W76-2: 5-7 kt



Submarine-launched Ballistic Missiles 
(SLBMs)

• Each submarine has a capacity of 20 SLBMs, with 
each SLBM carrying four to five nuclear warheads.

• 8-10 submarines are always on patrol at any given 
time

• SLBMSs have maximum range of ~7,500 miles; 
max speed ~18,000 mph

•  “Strategic nuclear submarines (SSBNs) and the 
SLBMs they carry represent the most survivable leg 
of the U.S. nuclear Triad.” 2010 Nuclear Posture 
Review

“Fourteen Ohio-class SSBNs make up the most 
survivable leg of the nuclear triad. Their stealth design 
makes finding an SSBN an almost impossible task…” 

US Department of Defense

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
On average, each submarine carries a nuclear payload of 90 warheads, with the capacity of up to 160. Each warhead could vary from 90 kt to 455 kt (6 to 30 Hiroshima-equivalent bombs).



Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs)

• 400 ICBM “Minutemen” Missiles in Wyoming, 
Montana, and North Dakota, each carrying a 
single warhead (with a capacity of up to three).   

• Maximum range of 8,700 miles; max speed 
17,500 mph

•  “Single-warhead ICBMs contribute to stability, 
and like SLBMs are not vulnerable to air 
defenses.” 2010 Nuclear Posture Review

“Up to 400 Minuteman III missiles make up the most 
responsive leg of the nuclear triad.” 

US Department of Defense
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The current ICBM force consists of Minuteman III missiles located at the 90th Missile Wing at F.E. Warren Air Force Base, Wyoming; the 341st Missile Wing at Malmstrom Air Force Base, Montana; and the 91st Missile Wing at Minot Air Force Base, North Dakota.



The “Nuclear Sponge” 

41°21'49.5"N 103°29'17.9"W

“It’s clear they are so buried out in the central US that any 
enemy that wants to take us on is going to have to commit 
two, three, four weapons to make sure they take each one 
out…In other words, the ICBM force provides a cost-imposing 
strategy on an adversary.”

 Former US Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis

“With today's technology, land-based missiles are an 
embarrassment. They invite accusations of vulnerability to 
preemptive attack. Furthermore, while their vulnerability may 
be ‘voluntary’ in that they can be destroyed only if they sit still 
while enemy missiles detonate on or near them, the 
alternative- launch on warning-is widely regarded, at least 
publicly, as unattractive. Because of their vulnerability, the 
land-based missiles seem to give the entire deterrent force a 
bad name.”

Thomas C. Shelling, 1987
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The location of the ICBM fleet throughout the Midwest forms an old cold war strategy--- the nuclear “sponge”. The primary function of the ICBMs in our backyard are to be the primary target of a first-strike--- a “tripwire” that would require a massive first strike, and allow the US an opportunity to counterattack with the other two legs of the triad. The location of the silos are no secret--- a little digging around on Google Maps, and you should be able to find one. 

The nuclear sponge strategy to sacrifice the Upper Midwest in the case of a nuclear strike draws critique from some who say this was a strategy conceived of in the early cold-war before submarine stealth technology had developed to modern-day standards. Some national security experts consider the ICBM land-based leg of the nuclear triad to be the weakest and least valuable leg. 

Under current U.S. policy, ICBMs are postured to allow “launch under attack,” meaning the president would have to make a quick decision, in less than 10 minutes, about whether to launch U.S. ICBMs before they are destroyed. 

Furthermore, to use ICBMs against targets in China or North Korea, the missiles would have to fly over Russia--- they really only have utility against a Russian first strike. Nobel Prize-winning economist and game theorist had strong words about his opinion on the ICBM forces near the end of the cold war, calling them an embarrassment to deterrence. 

On the other hand, many of these small Midwest communities lobby for the placement of the ICBM force in their backyard as a way to sustain their economies and attract military spending to their communities. The prospect of nuclear disarmament is intricately tied to the economic prosperity (and in some cases, the very persistence) of these communities. 
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So what happened to bring the number of nuclear weapons world-wide down from tens of thousands to thousands?



Strategic Nuclear Arms Control Agreements

Treaty Year in Effect Status Deployed Delivery Vehicle 
Limit

Deployed 
Warhead 
Limit

SALT I 1972 Expired 1764/2568 n/a
ABM 1972 Terminated (USA, 2002) Limited ICBM defense systems n/a
SALT II Never entered into force Never entered into force 2250 n/a
INF Treaty 1988 Terminated (USA, 2019) Prohibits IR missiles n/a
START I 1994 Expired 1600 6000
START II Never entered into force Never entered into force n/a 3000-3500
START III Never negotiated Never entered into force n/a 2000-2500
SORT 2003 Replaced by New START n/a 1700-2200
New START 2018 Expires Feb 5, 2026; 

Russia suspended 
verification in 2023.

700 1550

Bilateral Treaties between the US and USSR/Russia
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SALT – Strategic Arms Limitation Talks
ABM – Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty
INF – Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty
START - Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty
SORT - Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty

SALT I was a pledge to not construct new ICBM silos and limit the number of launch tubes on submarines.
ABM 
INF required the US and USSR to verifiably eliminate all ground-launched ballistic and cruise missiles with ranges between 500 and 5,500 kilometers. 



Strategic Nuclear Arms Control Agreements
UN Treaties

Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(1970)
• 190 signatories
• non-nuclear-weapon states agree not 

to acquire nuclear weapons and the 
NPT nuclear-weapon states in 
exchange agree to share the benefits 
of peaceful nuclear technology.

Nuclear-weapon state ratifiers + acceders

Nonnuclear-weapon state ratifiers + acceders

Nonparties or withdrawals
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SALT – Strategic Arms Limitation Talks
ABM – Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty
INF – Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty
START - Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty
SORT - Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty

SALT I was a pledge to not construct new ICBM silos and limit the number of launch tubes on submarines.
ABM 
INF required the US and USSR to verifiably eliminate all ground-launched ballistic and cruise missiles with ranges between 500 and 5,500 kilometers. 



Strategic Nuclear Arms Control Agreements
UN Treaties

Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons (2021)
• 93 signatories
• "unambiguous political commitment" 

to achieve and maintain a nuclear-
weapon-free world

Signatories

Parties
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SALT – Strategic Arms Limitation Talks
ABM – Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty
INF – Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty
START - Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty
SORT - Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty

SALT I was a pledge to not construct new ICBM silos and limit the number of launch tubes on submarines.
ABM 
INF required the US and USSR to verifiably eliminate all ground-launched ballistic and cruise missiles with ranges between 500 and 5,500 kilometers. 



US Modernization Initiative
• Comprehensive $2 trillion overhaul of nuclear forces 

initiated in 2010. 
• Key Additions

• Sentinel ICBM Program
• Nuclear-Armed Sea-Launched Cruise Missiles (SLCM-N)
• Plutonium Pit Production 

• Other Costs
• Maintaining existing triad
• Upgrading command, control, and communications
• Additional Ohio-class submarines
• New strategic bomber
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In 2010 the US government initiated a plan for the comprehensive overhaul of the nuclear triad and its support facilities, projected to cost 1.082 trillion dollars over 30 years. The plans include a 



Summary

• Nuclear weapons define a new scale of weapon with the 
possibility of devastating effects.

• Nuclear deterrence has been the defensive strategy between 
nuclear powers since the beginning of the Cold War, leading to an 
unrestrained arms race.

• Arms control treaties have helped put limits on deterrence and 
reduce the overall threat of nuclear escalation.



Summary

• The last intact bilateral nuclear arms treaty between the US and 
Russia is set to expire in 554 days, and nuclear diplomacy is at an 
all-time low.

• Currently, the US is undergoing a massive modernization initiative 
of all three legs of its nuclear triad.



A Christian Response?
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But what role do we have in this? How do we approach the issue of our nation’s arsenal, the existential risks that nuclear weapons bring, and our responsibility for stewarding creation ”Christianly” in light of increasing nuclear threats?



First, a deep breath.
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First, and for me what was the most important thing to remember throughout all my reading and processing--- take a deep breath and remember….



Christ is returning to make all things new, and the weight of the world is 
not on our shoulders. 
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Christ is returning to make all things new, and the weight of the world is not on our shoulders. 





Christian Approaches to War 

• Non-resistance
• Non-violence/Pacifism
• Just War

• St. Ambrose, St. 
Augustine, St. Aquinas

“Fundamentally, we are saying that the decisions 
about nuclear weapons are among the most 
pressing moral questions of our age…In simple 
terms, we are saying that good ends (defending 
one's country, protecting freedom, etc.) cannot 
justify immoral means (the use of weapons which 
kill indiscriminately and threaten whole societies).”
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So where do we begin? Historically there are a handful of ways that Christians have thought carefully about war and violence. I think Non-resistance and Non-violence are important traditions to be in dialogue with, particularly since they seem to be influential to the early church, but I think the most informing when thinking about nuclear weapons, and nuclear deterrence.

In 1983, the National Conference of Catholic Bishops released a comprehensive pastoral letter in light of the Second Vatican Council’s evaluation of modern warfare. The letter goes through the Catholic tradition of Just War as articulated by Ambrose, Augustine, Aquinas, and many that followed them. While they don’t come to many actionable conclusions, I think it is the useful beginnings of a dialogue within the larger church--- how are we to approach the issue of nuclear weapons in our own countries, and the possible effects of them on the global church?




The Just War Tradition (JWT)

• The context in which the just war tradition develops is a 
medieval one.

• Ambrose proposes the foundations of the JWT to limit violent 
action, and limit injustices. 

• The JWT should not be framed as an adversary to nonviolence, 
but as differing in a matter of degree.

“Augustine was impressed by the fact and the consequences of sin in history - the "not yet" 
dimension of the kingdom. In his view war was both the result of sin and a tragic remedy 
for sin in the life of political societies. War arose from disordered ambitions, but it could 
also be used, in some cases at least, to restrain evil and protect the innocent.”

National Conference of Catholic Bishops
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The just war tradition develops in a context where 1) Few citizens participate, and only a limited military class was involved, 2) Certain places of spiritual significance or status were forbidden from involvement in war and violence, and during certain periods of the Liturgical calendar, no combat was permitted. In modern wars, the lines are blurrier. 

The "just" in "Just-war Tradition" is most precisely understood as "justifiable" since there is no claim made that the actions involved in a justifiable war are in themselves positively righteous. (The actions of war and violence are the lesser of two evils, but still evil.) Since Ambrose, the purpose of the "justifiable war tradition" was to limit violent action, and limit injustices done by violence.  

Often it seems the just war tradition is contrasted with the other historic Christian posture towards war--- nonviolence or pacifism. In fact, I think it is more faithful to see them as promoting similar ideas about war (limiting the violent action and injustice), but differing in a matter of degree. 



The Just War Tradition (JWT)

• Jus ad Bellem (criteria for why and when resorting to war is possible)
• Just Cause: War is permissible only to confront "a real and certain danger"
• Competent Authority: war must be declared by those with responsibility for 

public order
• Comparative Justice: do the rights and values involved justify killing? 
• Right Intention: war can be legitimately intended only for the reasons set forth 

above as a just cause.
• Last Resort: all peaceful alternatives must have been exhausted
• Probability of Success
• Proportionality: the damage to be inflicted and the costs incurred by war must 

be proportionate to the good expected by taking up arms. 
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The just war tradition (JWT) is not a formula, but a set of guidelines to constrain when war is necessary, and how war is to be conducted in order to minimize harm and injustice. 

Just Cause: War is permissible only to confront "a real and certain danger," i.e., to protect innocent life, to preserve conditions necessary for decent human existence, and to basic human rights.		 
Competent Authority: war must be declared by those with responsibility for public order, not by private groups or individuals		 
Comparative Justice: do the rights and values involved justify killing?		 
Right Intention: war can be legitimately intended only for the reasons set forth above as a just cause.
Last Resort: For resort to war to be justified, all peaceful alternatives must have been exhausted		 
Probability of Success: This is a difficult criterion to apply, but its purpose is to prevent irrational resort to force or hopeless resistance when the outcome of either will clearly be disproportionate or futile.
Proportionality: the damage to be inflicted and the costs incurred by war must be proportionate to the good expected by taking up arms. A nation cannot justly go to war today without considering the effect of its action on others and on the international community.



The Just War Tradition (JWT)

• Jus in Bello (criteria for how a justified resort to force must be 
conducted)

• Proportionality: The means used must not do more harm than the harm 
they prevent. 

• Discrimination: The means used must avoid harm against the innocent. 
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Proportionality: The means used must not do more harm than the harm they prevent. 
Discrimination: The means used must avoid harm against the innocent. 




The Just War Tradition (JWT)

• 1625: Hugo Grotius incorporates aspects 
of JWT into international law

• Grotius secularizes JWT, trading divine law 
for secular or natural law.

• emphasizes requirements of jus in bello 
instead of jus ad bellum.

• Modern war is complicated, and the JWT 
really constrains it.

“In the process of translation or 
transposition from morality to 
law, many elements of the 
classical thought pattern are 
easily translated; the dignity of 
the noncombatant is definable in 
both frames of reference, as is the 
notion of a righteous cause. Yet 
there are significant changes in 
the tone. A moral principle is 
generally stated with a view to 
the restraint it seeks to 
exercise; the law is more often 
formulated in terms of how 
much it can permit.”

John Howard Yoder
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Hugo Grotius, a dutch lawyer and philosopher, was an early champion of religious tolerance and concepts of statehood, and the father of modern just war theory. He tried to create a framework for just war that didn’t need God to make it valid, arguing that if individual people had the right to self-defense, then states must as well. 

However, he also knew that proving which warring party was acting in self-defense was still very hard, so he emphasized ius in bello requirements over ius ad bellum requirements for just war. Basically Grotius’s framework granted all states legitimate authority on principle, gave upon the possibility of deciding whether authorities had “right intention” in their hearts, and argued that self-defence, reparation of injury, and punishment were the only justifications for going to war. In exchange, he called for limited, less destructive conflicts.

What we see as the just war tradition shifts from a theological framework to a tool of international law is that as war becomes more complex and the standards that Aquinas proposed become harder to attain, the scale for what constitutes a “justifiable war” by the state keeps sliding, and the hurdles put in place by centuries of Christian though keep lowering. In the context of modern warfare, and particularly nuclear weapons, it can be nearly impossible to fulfil the requirement of discrimination--- the prevention of innocent loss of life. 

In discussions of the just war tradition in light of modern warfare, because of the incorporation of these ideas with secular international law I think there is a tendency to have an alignment of terminology and vocabulary, with a distinctly different centering. Some it seems look at the JWT centered on the State or National Interest as ultimate authority. As Christians drawing on a Christian just war tradition, I think we need to be careful to center any conception on the imago dei--- . ��"The simplest functional definition of the [Just War Tradition] is that one would rather surrender than commit certain belligerent acts. If the only way not to lose a war is to commit a war crime, it is morally right to lose that war.” - Yoder
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We also have tools within our own denominations that build upon the work of these early Christian thinkers. Within the Christian Reformed Church, Synod 1982 developed and affirmed the church’s position on war through adopting guidelines for justifiable warfare, and took seriously the principle of proportionality: that a war should not do more harm than good. 



A Christian Response?

• Listen and dialogue with those who lived through the Cold War, 
and those that came after.

• Jürgen Moltmann, Paul Ramsey, Karl Barth, Reinhold Niebuhr, John 
Howard Yoder, Oliver O’Donovan.

• Consider our Christian traditions of Just(ified) War and 
Nonviolence in the light of the imago dei and love of neighbor.

• How does the secularization of the tradition change its focus? Will greater 
evils perpetuate through acts of violence?

• Seek to persuade our elected officials to prioritize nuclear 
diplomacy over a new arms race.
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In some ways, I think we’re moving towards dusting off the work of the Christian thinkers that came before us and lived through the fear and uncertainty of the Cold War. I’ve been encouraged through my reading this summer, and I think there are good resources 

Reading through some of these voices, there is sometimes an element of existential dread and fear that I think color their approach to issues where the just war tradition may have something to say. It’s here that voices of nonviolence and pacifism can be helpful partners in dialogue to keep in check the secularization of the Just War tradition, and keep love of neighbour central to our thinking. 

"The simplest functional definition of the [Just War Tradition] is that one would rather surrender than commit certain belligerent acts. *If the only way not to lose a war is to commit a war crime, it is morally right to lose that war.*”

Finally, I think if we’re in a place to speak to our political representatives, we should encourage bipartisan cooperation towards nuclear diplomacy with adversarial countries. We are moving into a historically unprecedented world where the US will potentially have multiple nuclear adversaries: Russia, China, and North Korea. We know that nuclear arms control has worked in the past, and led to a safer, more stable world. 
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