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Preface

This book was originally part of a larger manuscript entitled “Jew-
ish Wars.” In “Jewish Wars” I attempted to describe and analyze Zion-
ist and Israeli behavior pertaining to war and peace since Hitler’s rise to
power. The sociocultural history of the Yishuv and the formative years
of contemporary Israel were studied in some detail, in order to under-
stand the Yishuv’s political behavior and several crucial decisions made
by Israeli leadership.

The Holocaust loomed heavily over that earlier manuscript, the
sociocultural and domestic political issues, when combined with Israel’s
War of Independence, with regional and international developments,
and with decisions of great complexity and autonomous ramifications
such as Israel’s nuclear program, were too much for one book.

I have, therefore, separated the nuclear issue from the much
broader context, even if not entirely, and offer it here as a separate book.
Nuclear weapons are important enough to be dealt with as a central
topic, especially when major actors in the Middle East drama consider
them as such.

This book began as a historical-theoretical discourse, then contem-
porary history intervened. I completed the first version of the book in
1989, but developments in 1990 and 1991 added to the manuscript two
full chapters and a revised conclusion, which the reader—using a book
that was completed in July 1991—may further revise, using some of
the data, arguments, terminology, and the perspective offered here.

Dr. Oded Brosh, who was my research assistant at the time this
book was being written, was very helpful in gathering the primary and
secondary sources used here and in offering his own ideas.
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I am also indebted to Avner Cohen and Ben Frankel, who cooper-
ated with me for some time in dealing with what I originally called
“semicovert” nuclear proliferation. It was Frankel who renamed the
phenomenon “opaque.” Since our original work together, we have dis-
agreed on several basic issues related to the subject of this book and
the methods of studying it. We have continued our work separately.
Very few common ideas remain in the first chapter, and I alone carry
the responsibility for the book as a whole.

I am especially indebted to Dr. Warren H. Donnelly, Senior Spe-
cialist in the Congressional Research Service of the U.S. Library of
Congress; and to Professor Russell Stone, general editor of the SUNY
Series in Israeli Studies, to Clay Morgan, my editor at SUNY Press, and
to Janice Byer, who edited the entire manuscript, my wise and patient
collaborators from the inception of our common enterprise: the trans-
formation of my Hebrew-German English into a readable book.

My wife, Dalia, was the only real victim of the nuclear war waged
for five years between me, the sources, and the computer; I am not sure
the outcome will reassure her.



Introduction

In May 1991, United States President George Bush announced an
arms control initiative for the Middle East. His main targets were
nuclear weapons, missiles capable of carrying them, and other weapons
of mass destruction, such as chemical and biological warheads. Mr.
Bush'’s public initiative was rather short; but in it, he declared the Mid-
dle East to be especially dangerous in regard to nuclear weapons, and
he promised action.

The presidential initiative seemed to be the tip of the iceberg—or of
several icebergs, whose emergence and development are the subject
matter of this book. Bush’s initiative—when specifically aimed at the
Middle East—remained general and universal, at least on the face of it.
It addressed itself to phenomena that proliferation scholars sometimes
call “undeclared bombs.”' We shall call them “opaque” nuclear cases.

The adjective “opaque” is derived from physics. In this context, it
can be used to describe what happens when one looks at an object
through a certain type of crystal. Depending on how you hold the crys-
tal, you might not see the object clearly—it will be distorted. But if you
hold the crystal “properly,” you will see the object very clearly indeed.

This is the challenge: to inquire into very important phenomena—
the most important in the nuclear age—when the available, official
information is incomplete, sometimes missing, and many times pur-
posely misleading.

I have used three sources of information, so that when all sources
were compatible, an agreed-upon version could be offered. First, I have
used official information—from various sources, public and archival, at
home and abroad. In spite of the veil of security and censorship that
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usually covers sensitive subjects like ours, a wealth of firsthand infor-
mation can now be found in the American presidential archives, in the
Library of Congress, in private freedom of information institutions, and
even in memorabilia that must be carefully compared to the primary
sources themselves. True, this is not the whole story. Therefore, as a
second source, | have studied the actions as well as the words of various
actors in the arena; and thus their behavior—as far as it could be recon-
structed—was added to their public stances and to the archival sources.
And third, I have used a very large body of secondary sources related to
the issue.

My methodology was empirical-historical and inductive. I began
with only one preconceived assumption; that nuclear weapons meant a
new phase in human history, not only because of their power of
destruction but also because of the symbolism and the emotions
attached to them. I started with the facts and developed from them a
larger picture in which some basic features could be seen repeatedly.
Patterns emerged. These patterns could then be used—with much
care—to study further developments and deviations from the patterns.
None of the patterns, however, became a universalistic law—except in
very broad and probabilistic terms—because of the uniqueness of the
profound change imposed on human history by nuclear weapons, and
because of their historical, cultural, and political uses.

Mr. Bush'’s initiative has seemingly closed a circle that began in
Eisenhower’s and Kennedy’s days. At that time, proliferation became a
source of concern to the superpowers—and Israel did not escape their
attention. Since then, however, “undeclared bombs” have been added to
the declared ones in the Middle East and in the Subcontinent. Some-
thing like a worldwide nuclear underground is in the making, and it is
possible that previous efforts to limit or ignore it have failed. In this
connection, we must ask whether opacity, or the undeclared status of
existing bombs, had seemed to be better than a declared status until it
seemed clear that proliferation, declared or not, had reached such
dimensions that it might prove dangerous to the international order.
According to Mr. Bush, by the end of the century many countries may
possess nuclear bombs, in the fashion that is the subject of this book—
probably undeclared.

Our problem is to inquire into the relationship between prolifera-
tion and the nonproliferation campaign. But first we must study the
initial motives for the acquisition of “national nuclear options” by coun-
tries such as Israel in comparison to the motives of the official members
of the “nuclear club.”

There have been a number of contextual solutions to proliferation,
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such as the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) of 1968, the London Sup-
plier Group (LSG) controls over nuclear materials of 1976, and the 1987
Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR). And now we have Mr.
Bush'’s initiative. We will discuss these efforts in the political-cultural
context of the Middle East. We will study their technical-abstract nature
in the context of historical conflicts and the various cases of the behav-
ior of “elites,” who may have perceived in these solutions an unaccept-
able infringement of freedom of action, national interest, and basic val-
ues. We shall study the very issues that usually belong to the political
history of the Middle East rather than to the study of nuclear prolifera-
tion per se. We are interested not just in the bomb but in the people
who are interested in having it. We are not only interested in the strate-
gic aspects of nuclear thinking, because we have come to believe, as a
result of this study, that in the nuclear age strategy and politics are
linked much more than was so in the past. In Chapter 1, we will inquire
into the nature of politics and strategy. This will explain the Middle
Eastern reality better than any discussion of Israeli and Arab politics
and history in isolation from nuclear proliferation.

We must examine the existing literature very critically and be aware
of the motives of writers who excelled in either technical or pure strate-
gic analysis but were innocent of the political and cultural aspects of
Middle Eastern reality. Some of these writers may even have been inter-
ested in exposing technical data while ignoring its strategic and political
value. For example, the British nuclear physicist and antinuclear activist
Frank Barnaby attempted to analyze the Israeli case by using pho-
tographed and oral data given to him by Mordechai Vanunu (the
nuclear technician who had photographed the underground Israeli
facility at Dimona). Barnaby painstakingly disclosed every detail of
plutonium production at Dimona, the location of each installation and
its mode of technical operation, and information on assembling bombs
and assessing their power—presenting Israel as a thermonuclear nation
with capabilities comparable to those of Great Britain and China.” He
gives us detailed technical information without giving any political-
historical framework.

We will look into the historical development of “undeclared
bombs” from various viewpoints. This will bring us to the question of
whether opacity is a clear-cut breach of internationally accepted norms
or whether it is (or was at least for some time) a deviation from the
norm which is not obvious—and therefore does not fully break inter-
national norms. Then we will look into the question of whether opaque
nuclear weapons could fulfill a strategic-political function, or whether
they could be at least halfway ignored.



xii ~ The Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East

We are dealing with phenomena that are sometimes concealed by
governments—partially or fully—and sometimes denied by scholars.
We must create the time frames in which to study these problems in
relation to global developments. For example, if the Israeli option pre-
ceded NPT, whereas Arabs had to operate within the norms created
by the treaty, the problem might have been aggravated by a sense of
discrimination, or it may be that NPT itself made it easier for Arabs to
acquire military nuclear potential.

We shall also look into the problem of whether the nonproliferation
regime itself, as agreed upon by the superpowers in the late 1960s, gen-
erated—maybe even deliberately—the opaque solution that recently
proved to be unacceptable to the Bush Administration.’ In other words,
if Israel’s opaque case was somehow tolerable for a time, the fear that
others would follow suit (and might not even remain opaque) revived
the efforts initiated by Eisenhower and Kennedy—now that enough
experience has been gained with NPT and other measures to cast doubt
on their effectiveness.

The changes in the international environment—that is, the end of
the cold war—must be studied as well, as a reason to tackle prolifera-
tion in the Middle East and as an explanation of why proliferation,
especially in the Israeli case, was not prevented earlier. We must further
look into the discrepancy between a change of heart and the resolution
of the conflict between the great powers who realized that in the nuclear
age it had become impossible to carry on as they were—especially in a
region in which even an open discussion of nuclear weapons is difficult
due to opacity.

We shall dwell on the origins of the issue. When it comes to Israel,
our problem will be to trace the origins of what is perceived to be
Israel’s official opaque stance. The questions will be whether the Israelis
were pushed to adopt an opaque stance against their better judgment or
adopted such a stance by themselves for a number of reasons, requiring
a detailed study of the political system and of internal debates. We shall
bring this analysis together with the relations between the superpowers
leading to and following NPT. And we shall examine the merits of the
opaque posture as a factor influencing Arab behavior.

The case of Israel’s opacity could, of course, be perceived as an
incentive for many other nations in the region (and beyond) to follow in
Israel’s undeclared footsteps. But we must ask ourselves why proud
and ancient nations, such as Egypt, and new-old ones, such as Iraq,
Syria, and Libya, would refrain from seeking the most striking symbol
of power in the nuclear age. We shall ask ourselves whether some Arab
states adopted changed or interchangeable attitudes in this regard, espe-
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cially when confronted with the Israeli nuclear option, and consciously
decided not to pursue a nuclear option.

Finally, we shall look in some detail at the Gulf War of 1991 in the
context of Iraq’s nuclear ambition and in the context of the efforts to
eliminate it, which may have spilled over into Bush’s initiative. And
we shall try to analyze the chances of this initiative’s success, both in the
context of the Middle East peace process and outside of it.






LHAFPFTER ONE

Strategy, History, and Politics

Nuclear strategy—both in regard to proliferation and nonprolifer-
ation—must be studied within a political-historical context. Yet one of
the original assumptions behind the nonproliferation campaign can be
sought through deductive and apolitical thinking, as Robert Jervis
argued about Western deterrence theories ten years ago.' An apolitical
approach harbors many of its supporters’ values and status quo biases,
some of which characterize not only nonproliferation thinking in the
West but also General Pierre Gallois’ and Kenneth Waltz's “ pro-prolif-
eration” thinking.? These arguments neutralize each other, leaving only
one direction for fruitful discussion, that of historical analysis.

Like many deductive theories of human behavior, non- and pro-
proliferation thinking harbor contradictory assumptions about human
nature. Thomas C. Schelling, otherwise a liberal thinker, is pessimistic
about humankind’s common sense and responsibility with regard to
nuclear weapons, and he bases his opinion on the assumption (dis-
cussed in Chapter 2) that madmen and children cannot be deterred. In
Schelling’s view, the more people with access to nuclear weapons, the
greater the likelihood that one of “them” will be prepared to use these
weapons, even in the face of counternuclear threats. The rather conser-
vative French General Gallois, on the other hand, as well as his Ameri-
can colleague Waltz, take the optimistic view that nuclear elites are
forced to socialize with each other, because they realize that each has the
power to destroy the other. Such generalizations, I believe, require
examination in contemporary historical terms. But we must always be
conscious of the way these theories have already influenced reality.

Let us start our argument with the contention that nonprolifera-
tion thinking is based, among other things, on deterrence-theoretical
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thinking, and on what we will call the “strategic” approach. This
approach is highly technical and relies on a specific terminology. Fur-
thermore, nonproliferation is anchored in a moral-political commit-
ment against the bomb, whose historical roots should be studied from
the vantage point of the 1990s. Finally, nonproliferation is, of course, an
obvious tool used by the possessors of nuclear weapons for their own
purposes; however, as a result of the open nuclear race and nuclear
threats of the past, possessors have developed various kinds of respon-
sibilities toward each other, as well as toward third parties.

As we have already stated, nuclear proliferation, including its
opaque pattern, is politically motivated, and must be studied as a polit-
ical-historical, culture-bound phenomenon.’ The actual scholarly work
in this regard requires a good knowledge of the cultures and histories of
the nations involved. Such a very broad study could not be offered
here; the political aspects are the main focus of this book. The reader can
consult history books and other sources of such information to put my
political science into the utterly necessary framework of historical anal-
ysis.

In the context of cultural-historical values and beliefs, “political” is
understood here as the use of power to acquire and maintain control
over people, over territory and natural resources, or to influence human
behavior. “Political” can be divided into two categories: “high politics,”
referring to basic values, as one understands them and scholars may
judge them to be; and “low politics,” referring to personal, partisan,
and prestige calculations (when we grossly simplify these matters for
our purposes). Still, the question remains as to whether the nuclear age
has not transformed this complex from that of a mere power game to a
struggle whose results are more predictable. In other words, whereas a
conventional power game could be efforts to attain and use power at all
costs, because at least one party believed that the results were undeter-
minable in advance, the nuclear age may have transformed politics into
an effort to acquire those things of value in an individual cultural-his-
torical context with power, which must be used with care, as a major
item among them. In this connection, we must ask ourselves which
power has an opaque posture due to its peculiar character. But, before
discussing this, let us return to our definition of politics, which, in our
view, may include the well-known goal of “grand strategy”: to influ-
ence the enemy’s will to fight.* The values and the history, the psychol-
ogy and the cultural aspects of the enemy’ s ex:stence, are no less impor-
tant to our understanding than the “means,” the actual subject matter
for many strategic-military thinkers.

“High politics” could mean, for great powers, a high degree of
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influence over the international order, by spreading one’s values in
order to secure and develop an international economic order or to
secure natural resources (both inside and outside of one’s territory).
All of these aspects may also become intertwined with domestic politi-
cal variables that could be perceived by us as “low.” The wasteful use of
untaxed, imported oil in the United States could belong to such a cate-
gory, as could the reelection of a congressman or even the election of a
president who promises no tax increases. Yet these examples are related
to “high political” ones too, such as preventing Saddam Hussein's Iraq
from seizing control over Kuwait's oil to fuel its military-political ambi-
tions. “High political” goals are therefore complex, when great powers
and even regional powers are involved. And since they are always
mixed with “low political” goals, the politicians involved in them some-
times have great difficulties in explaining them to their own people,
especially in democracies.

In the case of Israel, as in the case of other small powers, the main
“high political” issue can be that of the survival of old and new soci-
eties. Sheer survival seems relatively easy to define, yet even this simple
concept is subject to various interpretations, including one relating
specifically to the nuclear age. We, the scholars, must study the “low
political” aspects hidden behind arguments coined in terms of survival,
and discern the cultural-historical, possibly the psychological, reasons
that lend them “high political” significance in the eyes of their con-
sumers (and maybe in the eyes of the politicians who use them).

At this early stage, we must address one of the most difficult prob-
lems tackled in this book: the issue of Israeli and Palestinian statehood.
Viewed in terms of survival, the problem can only be fully understood
if we add to it historical-cultural and a variety of psychological aspects.
Jews perceive themselves to be not just a nation but a civilization con-
nected to a certain territory that gave it its significance and was later
taken over by other civilizations. This civilization adopted a variety of
interpretations, including a modern secular one that stresses the role of
emancipation and independence in terms of survival, as well as offering
a refuge for Jews and a political base for the future development of that
civilization. Palestinians, on the other hand, belong to a larger civiliza-
tion and a larger nation, divided into separate political entities. Their
quest for independence may be perceived by them as an issue of sur-
vival, i.e., of emancipation and independence among other Arab
nations. Another basic difference is that although many Jews in the
Diaspora support Israel, they will not move to Israel and live there—in
fact, they would even defend their right to be citizens of the world or of
their respective countries. Palestinians, on the other hand, usually have
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the support of other Arabs. And yet under some circumstances Arab
Palestine might be claimed by other Arab entities (such as Syria and
its Arab inhabitants, declared to be “Southern Syrians”). History plays
an important role here when the past—sometimes the very remote
past—is invoked to define boundaries and to serve claims for territory,
such as in the case of Iraq’s claim to Kuwait or militant Israelis’ claims to
the West Bank. This process can assume a variety of “low political”
motives when someone such as Saddam Hussein needs Kuwait's
money or when the Likud Party in Israel must defend its ideological
essence in the polls.

Historically, Israel is a given fact in the nuclear age, and its destruc-
tion would require the use of force. Therefore, the nuclear factor must
be studied as a variable that is independent of and yet related to all of
the other factors (historical, cultural aspirations, and so on) mentioned
above.

The strategic aspect of nuclear proliferation, that is, its deterrent
value, and the counterstruggle to defeat the bomb’s role as a deterrent in
the hands of proliferators, were both shaped to a considerable extent by
nuclear strategic theory, which was born in the original, open nuclear
nations. Nonproliferation policies were accompanied by a variety of
“political” features, such as the use of carrot-and-stick measures to pre-
vent proliferation, an array of secret diplomatic moves and leaks, and
possibly—especially in the case of the United States—the “opaque”
pattern itself. This “opaque” pattern was thus a mixture of political
measures combined with strategic-theoretical elements. “Political”
should be understood here in terms of secret diplomacy, of avoiding
open confrontations, of offering conventional weapons and economic
aid and the like; and “strategic” understood in terms of avoiding mili-
tary dangers related to the bomb in principle and in particular when the
superpowers could have drawn to a regional conflict. “Strategic” can
also mean here the denial of political-strategic advantages from the
bomb for the proliferator.

But proliferation always carries with it the connotation of being
expansionary, even if it is used as a deterrent only and its role can actu-
ally be aimed at preserving the status quo, which could hardly be main-
tained by invoking conventional deterrence alone. Further prolifera-
tion, by anti-status quo powers, might serve as a tool to regain the
freedom of, at least, conventional action. And yet, the nonproliferation
“regime” may transform all these activities to less visible, half-hidden—
i.e., “opaque” —ones, at least as far as the general public is concerned.
The questions remain, then: Did this opacity influence military deci-
sions and political processes in the Middle East? Did it obscure facts that
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otherwise would have contributed to stability and peace? Or did it con-
ceal developments that may soon lead to instability and war? Has opac-
ity given the politicians involved better tools to handle Middle East
crises? Apparently, President Bush'’s initiative in May 1991 expresses
dissatisfaction with the present state of affairs (even if the initiative
itself was expressed in rather opaque terms).

Israel can be perceived as having invoked opaque nuclear deter-
rence either to maintain the status quo or to try to resolve its conflict
with the Arabs and make peace. Israel can also be viewed as having
used conventional means to change the status quo because it did not
believe in nuclear deterrence. Therefore, Israeli policymakers felt that
they needed strategic depth and territorial trump cards for peace. This,
however, was not the whole picture. Other considerations—both
domestic and foreign, related to Israeli-American relations and to ideo-
logical and conventional-military priorities—intervened with the “pure”
strategic-political calculations in regard to the nuclear option. Arabs,
on the other hand, have tried (some may still be trying) to change the
status quo by neutralizing Israel’s nuclear option—if not physically,
then through deterrence-theoretical terminology and other political and
military tools. Several Arab states might have used Israel’s nuclear
threat, opaque though it might be, to justify their own nuclear ambitions
beyond the Arab-Israeli dispute. In the nuclear age, nuclear weapons
can be perceived by some Arab leaders as the key to their own, to their
state’s, and to the Arab nation’s power and glory.

The “opacity” of some of the Arab parties involved in nuclear pro-
liferation has been motivated by many considerations. Some of them
seem to have been drawn into playing Israel’s own game of opacity. A
few members of the Arab camp have been quite open on the subject,
however; others have adopted interchangeable positions, acting directly
or discreetly as they see fit. Nuclear strategy, as it was born in the West,
is also a historical-cultural way of thinking, but it has a life of its own as
a sort of autonomous paradigm.®Yet autonomy doesn’t produce con-
currence. An important question to resolve is whether the Soviets, and
later the Chinese, refused to adopt the Western view of nuclear
weapons and nuclear strategy, at first at least, and whether they influ-
enced other nations in their own initial efforts to maintain high-level
conflicts in the nuclear age. Yet another question is how nuclear
weapons were regarded by others in the world who wanted to use
power to achieve value-bound goals, enhance their interests, and give
vent to their drives—the contents of politics, in the nuclear age and
before. These value-bound goals, these interests and drives, must be
studied historically in order to compare what nuclear weapons and
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their actual workings mean to “undeclared nations” and to those
already declared. These factors must be studied across the spectrum of
the foreign and domestic politics of the countries involved in unde-
clared proliferation in a specific region, with some comparisons to other
regions, such as the Subcontinent.

Nuclear proliferation could be taken as being the first development
of bombs beyond the original party in possession of one, as no real con-
sensus had been reached worldwide on a distinction between those
nations “entitled” to bombs and those not entitled. And yet, the rise of
Soviet Russia during World War II to its seemingly ever-growing status
as a world power, had de facto given it the “right” to pursue the bomb,
once the Baruch Plan and other ideas regarding the possible sharing of
the new energy among nations proved to be futile.

The original nuclear nations, while providing an example of how
and why nuclearization could be achieved, objected to further nucle-
arization by other nations in their nonproliferation policies, which
reflected both domestic and foreign considerations. With the export of
these opposing ideas—active nonproliferation and nuclearization by
example—the ideas and policies of the original nuclear nations (and
their behavior vis-a-vis each other) all became part of the study of pro-
liferation itself. As we have already argued, proliferation and its effects
must not be separated either from the nations, cultures, and people
involved in it—whether successfully or not—or from the strategic and
political thinking of the nuclear powers themselves.

Our question, however, concerns “undeclared bombs,” which seem
to be a new form of proliferation. Has their development been inspired
by the same considerations that have led to the acquisition of nuclear
weapons in the past, or are they a response to something else? Could
they be a response to the changed international environment created by
the nuclear stalemate between the superpowers themselves, and to the
resulting insecurity? Or are they the result of smaller nations” growing
power of bargaining? In other words, did undeclared bombs emerge as
a result of the agreement between the great powers among themselves
to curb proliferation? Did this agreement, a byproduct of the super-
powers’ own nuclear stalemate, leave various clients of one of them
frustrated in their own regional conflicts, or even in their drive to use
superpower rivalry for their own goals? Did that stalemate, and the
ensuing decline of Soviet power, give some Arabs the feeling that they
must develop their own, independent nuclear power? Did some radical
Arab leaders feel “naked” because Soviet power had declined, or did
they feel encouraged to pursue their own way? Did they start their
nuclear effort under conditions, now changed, of superpower rivalry,
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which some of them had hoped would give them enough leeway to
“go nuclear,” at least in opaque terms, in spite of the declared nonpro-
liferation policy of the superpowers?

Did standing and prestige, the quest for regional hegemony, the
maintenance of a regional conflict on its own merits, or in order to serve
purposes of nation-building and modernization, play a decisive role
here? How could this be achieved in an “undeclared” fashion? This is
even more of a problem when, in the Arab-Israeli context, Arab states
pursued changes in the status quo by invoking military means—e.g., in
1973—in a region that already contained “undeclared” bombs. Have
the specific uses of military means in such cases, such as the Yom Kip-
pur War of 1973 and even the Gulf War of 1991, emerged as a result of
the inputs of the superpowers? Or was Arab behavior in these cases
constrained or enhanced by any strategic thinking and behavior origi-
nated in the superpowers” approach to limited wars in the nuclear age,
or in other nations such as China and Vietnam? What role was played
here by Israel’s “undeclared” nuclear option?

This brings us back to the problem of defining “undeclared bombs”
and opaque nuclear proliferation within the context of Western strategic
thinking and actual behavior. First, opaque proliferation is technically a
process of nuclear research and development that is believed by for-
eign governments and by most of the scholarly community to be com-
parable to full-fledged nuclear status, including delivery means. Yet,
such governments and proliferation scholars may refuse to acknowl-
edge the process as such, and declare the deterrent and/or the political
value of nuclear weapons in this case to be almost nil.®

Second, because opacity is an undeclared nuclear status, it cannot
have visible means of demonstrating technical perfection, such as open
testing or missile launching. This undeclared state does not allow clear-
cut nuclear threats by the possessor government. As such, opaque pro-
liferation can leave totally contradictory impressions: either that it is a
status that is more manageable than an open one because the lack of
clarity allows maneuverability, or that it is even less manageable
because it is a lie, a breach of an international norm, or a desperate
effort of a pariah state to maintain its untenable existence. Thus, it is an
advance warning of the likelihood of unconstrained behavior by such a
nation. It could also be perceived, especially in the Israeli case, as being
highly impractical, because no final borders are defined and the terri-
tory to be protected by nuclear threats is disputed by many members of
the international community. And yet Israel may think that this is the
only way to make that border secure. Still, it would only be able to do
this in opaque terms.
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Third, opaque proliferation is an opportunity for the enemies of a
possessor nation to forgo a policy of complete hostility toward the tra-
ditional, but now nuclear, enemy; it is even possible to accept it, while
retaining the freedom to find the political rationale for this shift in pol-
icy. These enemies are able to justify making peace without mentioning
the bomb—even though it is the main reason for pursuing peace. But
even partially admitting that the bomb was the reason can be suffered
without too much humiliation, if other reasons, such as winning back
occupied territory, are used as the main reasons for peacemaking. A
conflict can be maintained on a level beneath one of possible nuclear
devastation by capitalizing on several aspects of the opaque posture: its
deviation from the nonproliferation norm, which could imply super-
power support of the proliferator’s enemy; greater maneuverability
due to its less clear meaning in terms of “red lines”; and the consequent
ability to assume protection only of specific territory by the possessor
nation. And because of this opaqueness, there is often the real possibil-
ity of working in accord with the domestic disagreement among the
decision makers of the possessor nation. In such cases nuclear weapons
might not even be regarded as a real political-strategic tool in the eyes of
their possessors; but if they are construed as such a tool, their range
could be from full to minimal to “last resort” only.

Fourth, opaque proliferation may indeed entail considerable con-
fusion within the states who have adopted such a posture. It certainly
allows for division about nuclear weapons as political tools and as
strategic deterrents, although a unified backing to an opaque front is
equally possible. In Israel’s case, Shimon Peres, the Labor leader, argued
that in the nuclear age, the reasons for the previous Middle East wars
and the quest for territory have become obsolete. He dismissed the old
doctrine that assumed that Israel should prepare for a conventional
war, preempt and occupy territory to use as a trump card for peace.
He said that “no economy can sustain the cost of modern weaponry.
Thus the modernization of the army endangers the economy. And of
course, the price of war should not be forgotten, beyond the mainte-
nance of the army: no territory justifies the losses that the preempting party
will have to sustain in order to occupy it, in a world of nuclear weapons. The
conclusion is that we should depart from military confrontations . . . in the
Middle East [italics added] . ..””

Peres further stated that the nuclear stalemate between the super-
powers had rendered Soviet aid to Arabs in their bid to destroy Israel
impossible. But he did not go beyond a certain formulation, which
made his language appear general and “opaque.” Since most Israelis
had only a vague idea of what Peres was talking about, his approach
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could be ignored by Yitzhak Shamir, the leader of the nationalist Likud
bloc, whose ideological quest for territory remains supreme. This did
not mean that Shamir had no opaque nuclear concept of his own; he
most likely had one supporting his political-ideological refusal to give
up territory in the West Bank, Gaza, or the Golan Heights. However, his
approach remained half-hidden as well, relying on popular sentiment in
favor of Israel’s presence in that territory to give it weight. However,
both Labor and Likud might have invoked opaque nuclear threats vis-
a-vis Syria’s, Libya’s, or Iraq’s chemical weapon threats, even before
the Gulf War in which such threats became almost fully open. They
could even have agreed, in the past, on common efforts vis-a-vis
implied Soviet nuclear threats, when Soviet-Arab relations gave such
threats a certain role to play. This, however, requires a detailed investi-
gation. Other elements, especially several groups of Israeli radicals,
may abhor the very idea of relying on nuclear weapons at all, whether
Israel has them or not.

The approach of such groups is a different kind of opacity: the
deliberate denial of nuclear options as if they never existed, until
peace—or even nuclear disarmament agreements without peace—either
solves the conflict or allows the region to become nuclear-free. A milder
version of such opacity acknowledges the existence of nuclear options in
Israeli hands, but denies them any or much deterrent value by invoking
academic deterrence theories and other practical-historical arguments.

Thus, we return to the presumed effect of “opaque” nuclear pos-
tures on an enemy or several enemies. In cases where nuclear weapons
are regarded as “last resorts” or as hardly applicable political-strategic
tools, the assumed low credibility of nuclear threats could allow major
wars to occur. Undertaken by conventional nations against nuclear
ones, such wars could trigger the actual use of the bomb. Another pos-
sibility is the assumption by the enemies of an “opaque” nuclear nation
of an “opaque” counterthreat, which would allow the same results: a
high-level conflict and major wars that could deteriorate into an
exchange of nuclear blows. Yet another possibility, though not likely to
lead to the use of the bomb, is a conventional guerrilla war, or low-
density war, as the answer to nuclear threats in the post-Hiroshima
age. These might be waged even more successfully against an opaque
nuclear nation than against an open one. When several of these possi-
bilities combine, the final outcome could be the maintenance of a high-
level conflict, which indeed may deteriorate to the actual use of nuclear
weapons by one party when challenged by several hostile and uncoor-
dinated conventional—and one day nuclear—enemies.

Thus, undeclared bombs—whose credibility seems to be in doubt
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because of domestic disagreement, the lack of clearly stated threats,
and other reasons — may be perceived as a new danger to the world.
Making them “declared,” however, can be seen as an unmitigated dis-
aster. “Declaring” would lead to the unavoidable collapse of the non-
proliferation regime, resulting in the complete loss of control over
nuclear weapons.

This might have been the idea behind President Bush’s May 1991
initiative. The possible open introduction of the bomb may complicate
the Middle East peace process, because it can add to it various and
complementary issues. Israel itself, or important outside powers, may
wish to prevent open nuclear threats in that complex and sensitive
region. On the other hand, it may be seen that just such threats are nec-
essary to make peace acceptable, including territorial and political con-
cessions that must accompany a peace process—or that may in fact be
the very substance of such a process. As a result of the desire to avoid
open threats, however, the domestic and foreign political processes
related to peace negotiations may assume a different, largely distorted
character, due to the “hidden” or “opaque” nature of the nuclear
options involved. In Israel, a political faction that hates to make con-
cessions—such as giving up the occupied territories—or to lose Amer-
ican conventional and financial aid, and so forth, may believe, or at
least argue, that such goals are related to nuclear strategy, to its limita-
tions, and to the “opaque” nature of its own nuclear options. In any
case, the outcome of this situation could still be an “undeclared bomb,”
only fully dealt with by those among the scholarly community who
study proliferation—and whose attitude toward such a phenomenon is
mostly negative. We shall deal separately with governments and intel-
ligence agencies that are very much interested in these phenomena.
They are certainly politically motivated.

Proliferation experts have not been totally apolitical. There has been
a predominant notion that proliferation in the form of an undeclared
nuclear posture took root, or threatened to take root, specifically among
“pariah states,” such as Israel, South Africa, Taiwan, and South Korea.*
At the time this terminology was first promulgated, Egypt, which could
not quite be called a pariah, had already been toying with unconven-
tional capabilities, not necessarily because of the Israeli challenge, but in
the interests of its long-held aspirations to lead a new, Arab world
power. Iraq was actually in the process of acquiring nuclear weapons
production capabilities for quite some time without some proliferation
experts taking much notice. It escaped notice among other reasons
because the focus was concentrated on pariah states, and its motives
were clearly not pariah, but rather, deeply embedded in Arab politics.
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India, meanwhile, had even exploded a nuclear device in 1974. But the
explosion was claimed to be for peaceful use, so the users of the pariah
terminology—and some members of the nonproliferation lobby as
well—could ignore this case. Pakistan’s nuclearization has also been
well under way. And Israel’s options could have been seen as the prece-
dent that halfway legitimized Pakistan’s “Islamic bomb,” although the
real reason was more likely to have been the Indian challenge.

Thus the very use of the term “pariah state” by scholars in regard to
Israel could have been enough to justify both Pakistan’s and Iraq’s
efforts in the eyes of some scholars and officials whose attention was
focused rather myopically on Israel. Whereas others tended to keep
Israel —without having any serious remaining doubts about the nature
of its nuclear efforts—outside as a sui generis case. Still, most scholars of
both schools tended, until recently, to treat Israel’s nuclear arsenal and
its nuclear strategic and political options in several ways: i.e., by ques-
tioning facts or at least leaving them open to various interpretations; by
arguing against the strategic-political value of nuclear weapons in
Israel’s case; or by limiting it to the “last resort” formula, which by
itself is rather unclear. This was the picture during the 1960s, 1970s,
and early 1980s, when Iraq embarked upon the first serious effort in
the Arab world to acquire the bomb within the rules of NPT. Israel,
alone, had to tackle the potential Iraqi threat by introducing a novel
method of dealing with proliferation: i.e., knocking out the enemy’s
reactors, even though they were under International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) control and built within the framework of NPT. Iraq
then continued its effort by invoking other means. That effort became a
major factor, in conjunction with oil, considered by the United States in
responding to Saddam Hussein's invasion of Kuwait. While the results
of the American-led effort remain uncertain, the Bush Administration
tried to make the whole region free of nuclear weapons, and thus
focused attention on Israel again. This brings us back to the earlier dis-
cussion of the Israeli case.

The pariah thesis used a deductive method for political analysis,
assuming that Israel was a pariah state at that stage in its history, and
arguing that countries like South Africa and Taiwan should be catego-
rized as similar phenomena. The argument went on to question the
value of nuclear solutions for pariah states by using strategic-technical
arguments. This was part of the work of Robert Harkavy (cited above),
and he used his strategic-technical assumptions in a typically deductive
fashion. He calculated the possibility that the Soviets would administer
a nuclear blow to Israel, and even considered whether Israel, having
absorbed a Soviet “first strike,” should consider hardening nuclear silos
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in order to deliver a “triangular second strike capability” against Arab
cities. At the same time, Harkavy could seriously ask whether

Israel would ever have embarked on such a [presumably] expensive
and [with regard to the United States] politically dangerous nuclear
weapons program if it had not felt reasonably optimistic about the
technical possibilities for effective deterrence, despite the Soviet counterthreat
[italics added].’

Is this emphasis on “technical possibilities for effective deterrence”
enough to explain Israeli or Soviet behavior? We have argued that the
issue is primarily political, not technical. Therefore, while nuclear
weapons and delivery means are, of course, “technical” by their very
nature, the main key to understanding their possible role in Israel’s
case is the origin, the nature, and the development of Arab politics and
behavior vis-a-vis Israel, and vice versa, in the context of Soviet-Arab,
Soviet-Israeli, Soviet-American, and Arab-Arab relations. Other nations,
such as China, North Korea, and especially Vietnam, must not be for-
gotten in the Arab context. The political dimensions of this complex go
far beyond the technical ones when the subject matter is nuclear
weapons and their means of delivery. This would make Israel’s case
perforce different from any other cases of proliferation. Of course, other
proliferating nations’ behavior is also the result of their specific political
circumstances, and each one of them must be evaluated as a case in
itself. But Israel’s situation with regard to the Soviet Union must be
further studied in terms of Soviet ideology, history, and domestic pol-
icy, and in terms of the relations between the Soviet Union and nations
such as China and the West—as well as in terms of Israel’s own behav-
ior.

Thus let us examine a more recent strategic-technical scenario, pub-
lished in the United States in 1988 by Kurt Gottfried and Bruce Blair.
This scenario argues that a rather large Israeli nuclear arsenal exists
(based on Mordechai Vanunu's revelations to the London Times two
years before). It also calculates Syrian chemical weapons, and a possible
conventional Syrian advantage that might, under certain circumstances,
allow President Assad a surprise conventional attack, covered by chem-
ical missiles. The scenario then describes the ensuing threats to vital
Israeli centers such as Haifa, a possible Israeli nuclear counterthreat, a
Soviet nuclear “surgical” strike against Israeli nuclear facilities, Ameri-
can intervention to save the Israelis and restore the status quo, the
Soviet refusal to do so, and so forth." This scenario is based solely on
capabilities, or “means,” and is totally innocent of any political-histori-
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cal argument, except for the often-used Cuban Missile Crisis. In his
1989 book, British physicist and antinuclear activist Frank Barnaby also
argues against the Israeli nuclear program by invoking all conceivable
anti-bomb arguments, including Soviet guarantees to the Arabs, and
technical arguments against the neutron bombs that Israel had suppos-
edly developed for battlefield use." In contrast to these arguments, my
contention is that the political-historical framework must be added to
the above-mentioned technical- and capabilities-based argument in
order to create the proper context.

Here, it should not be forgotten that Israel was born as a result of
World War II, when the Jewish claim for at least a part of Palestine
was finally legitimized by many members of the international com-
munity. Even Soviet Russia supported this claim for the creation of a
Jewish state in a part of Palestine, and contributed to its survival. But
this in itself is not the only reason to make a “Soviet nuclear coun-
terthreat” in the service of an Arab war of destruction against Israel—
at the time of the “pariah” argument’s proposition—a rather ques-
tionable endeavor. When combined with American commitments to
Israel (which may have been in turn related to the undeclared Israeli
bomb that had been described abroad), with the “rules of the game”
that emerged between the superpowers themselves regarding nuclear
threats and nuclear sharing with third parties, and finally with Soviet
foreign policy preferences and war fighting doctrines in the nuclear
age, a “Soviet nuclear counterthreat” became rather difficult to prove.
Indeed, highly qualified American analysts evaluated the possibility
and rejected it as early as 1963. As far as further developments in this
area are concerned, we must study them historically the best we can,
because even such “counterthreats,” if they were made at all, could
have been “opaque” as well.

The more recent scenario (as described by Barnaby) disregards the
major changes in Moscow’s international behavior that have occurred
since Gorbachev's takeover, including rather visible changes in the
Kremlin's attitude toward Israel. This may be partially explained by
the foreign news about the launching of Israeli missiles allegedly capa-
ble of striking at Moscow, and by a variety of domestic-foreign political
developments in the Soviet Union itself. These political developments
are nuclear-weapons-related in that they resulted, among other rea-
sons, from the Soviet refusal to maintain a high-level worldwide conflict
with the West in the nuclear age, because no victory proved possible in
this race. Here, the “means,” i.e., the related technologies, might have
played a very important role. One may even speculate that the Soviets
acknowledged that an enormously expensive nuclear race with a power
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whose GNP was double that of its own was leading nowhere, and that
nuclear weapons at the hands of smaller powers could endanger it seri-
ously, if it maintained a high-level international and even regional ten-
sion. Other reasons, of course, were general economic, domestic-politi-
cal, and psychological, such as the emergence of a more liberal elite or
elites in the Soviet Union.

In other words, deductive, technically inspired, deterrence-strate-
gic-dominated thinking (such as the scenarios described above) seems
to miss the political background involved in the emergence of Israel’s
nuclear development. Ironically enough, however, it was just this sort of
technical, deductive thinking that was adopted by a number of Israeli
politicians and even scholars later on. A group of them used it to pro-
duce the “ambiguous” Israeli posture of the 1960s and 1970s, a posture
that was kept alive in the 1980s and early 1990s."” And this kind of
thinking was even used to formulate the antithesis to the “ambiguous”
posture—to wit, as suggested by me and later by Shai Feldman," an
Israeli student of Kenneth Waltz's—that an open Israeli nuclear pos-
ture would decisively guarantee its security, if Israel only withdrew to
the pre-1967 lines and —as Feldman recommended —adopted a “launch
upon warning” posture. Both approaches, when they remain deduc-
tive, abstract, and primarily based on logic and technical means, obvi-
ously only contradict each other and lead to no fruitful conclusion.

It is the purpose of this book to first explore the politics of Israel’s
nuclear behavior as perceived by others and as it became known within
the rules of official opacity; second, to explore Arab behavior in this
regard; and third, to study extra-regional inputs.

At the same time, the argument is put forward that “opaque” pro-
liferation is not just an “ambiguous” nuclear posture, even if both
terms are semiotically identical. “Ambiguity” is understood here as a
historical phase in developing a nuclear-based, or -supported, foreign
policy and strategy. In the ambiguous stage, capabilities are not yet
ready —or are only partially ready—but efforts to achieve them are
underway and there is a political need to hide them, but not always
completely. That is, one uses them even at this stage for strategic and
political purposes, and to meet domestic needs, even if in an ambigu-
ous form. The ambiguous language could serve its users by avoiding
foreign complications and staying within the rules of NPT, if necessary.
Such was the case with Iraq; whereas, in Israel’s case, the ambiguous
stage preceded NPT itself. However, ambiguity may also represent a
genuine desire—in practical terms, not just as the result of foreign
pressure—to minimize the role of nuclear weapons in a nation’s for-
eign policy and strategy for fear of the consequences in its foreign pol-
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icy. Or else, an ambiguous nation could even be rejecting any serious
role for its own nuclear potential on technical-practical and deterrence-
theoretical grounds.™

“Opacity,” on the other hand, is a deliberate decision not to assume
an open nuclear posture when the capability to do so is fully devel-
oped, or regarded as such by foreign powers. This posture may be
adopted for any of several reasons, among them foreign pressure to
stay “undeclared,” the enemy’s perception of open threats as blackmail
and humiliation, and possibly moral-cultural motives. Domestic politi-
cal motives may also play an important role in presenting one’s nuclear
options to the general public in an opaque fashion, and thus they have
little to do with foreign policy and with security considerations. Yet an
opaque nation could, in fact, be seen as a full-fledged nuclear nation—
with a peculiar status. And while a country’s elites disagree on the
exact role nuclear weapons play in that country’s foreign and security
policy, the general public has difficulty in following its own govern-
ment’s behavior. The enemy or enemies of such a'nation may use the
opaque posture for their own purposes.

The packaging of opacity for foreign consumption may be done
by using opaque language, such as making nuclearlike threats dis-
guised on the surface, or by demonstrating capabilities but calling
them by other names—for example, by launching research satellites
by means of nuclear-capable missiles. Opacity assumes a higher
degree of credibility for nuclear options, in spite of theoretical and
practical arguments to the contrary. But people who give opacity
higher credibility have various political goals in mind and are moti-
vated by various drives and interests while assuming such a posture.
These motives, however (though not fully spelled out), might or
might not have been chosen by them but were imposed on them by
outside powers. Still, the ways and means toward opaque nuclear
postures require a historical study, a comparison with the behavior of
open nuclear nations, and a consideration of the countermeasures
that have been used to prevent opaque nations from “going nuclear”
at all, or at least openly.

Nations can be both ambiguous and opaque in today’s world;
whereas in the past they were simply covert until they became open. It
may well be that only France and Israel, who happened to cooperate,”
had a purely ambiguous phase in their nuclear history, whereas India
intended from the beginning to be opaque.

We will, however, concentrate on only one region at the outset of
this book, and will deal with India, Pakistan, Iran, North Korea, and
some other would-be proliferators only at the end, in order to see to
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what extent their behavior can be compared with—or had any influence
on—Middle Eastern actors.

An understanding of open behavior, as it influenced other nations,
will illuminate our discussion. Therefore, we will begin with a short
look at the open nuclear model, which was, historically, the first to
emerge.



CHAPTER TWO

The American Paradigm and
Early Efforts to Limit Proliferation

The Americans developed nuclear weapons because they believed
that the Nazis were making an effort to gain control of such weapons in
conditions of total war.' The road to World War II and the onset of war
itself combined to produce theory and praxis in the West concerning the
bomb. Nazism had deliberately broken the rules of international behav-
ior before the war and had brutalized them in various spheres to such a
degree that winning a possible nuclear race against Hitler in the middle
of a world war seemed a matter of life and death. The Nazis had
invoked “conventional” means and new technologies, such as cruise
and ballistic missiles, and through their use of “revenge weapons,” had
shown that they were ready to use anything—even nuclear weapons
(had they been available). Despite Hitler’s beliefs in the racial superior-
ity of the German people, one wonders whether even he would have
regarded that superiority as an asset at the outset of a conflict involving
nuclear weapons; in such a conflict racial qualities have no meaning. In
the unique circumstance of a conventional war during which Hitler
might have gained unilateral access to nuclear weapons the issue
seemed, rightly, to be that of survival not only for the United States
but for all human civilization.

Another point in our paradigm is that the American covert effort
was made public by the dropping of two atomic bombs on Japan, an
ally of the already-defeated Hitler, with the ostensible purpose of con-
cluding World War II as early as possible and, thereby, saving many
Allied and enemy lives. Even without reviewing the serious arguments
presented against these bombings, we are well aware that they were
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seen as setting a precedent instead as a warning or demonstration of a
power that must never be actually used. The ensuing call was to share
the new power with the Soviets, or even to use it to create some kind of
world government to control global order, in the fear that otherwise
the world might not survive this deadly invention.?

Among American policymakers, however, as we are told by McGe-
orge Bundy and John Newhouse in their works about the nuclear age,
the use of the bomb was entirely justified in terms of shortening the
war; it was anticipated that the atomic bomb would succeed where fire-
bombing had failed.

Winston Churchill later formulated the Hiroshima decision as fol-
lows:

The President invited me to confer with him forthwith . . . Up to this
moment we had shaped our ideas towards an assault upon the home-
land of Japan by terrific air bombing and by the invasion of very large
armies. We had contemplated the desperate resistance of the Japanese
fighting to the death with Samurai devotion, not only in pitched bat-
tles, but in every cave and dug-out . . . To quell the Japanese resis-
tance man by man and conquer the country yard by yard might well
require the loss of a million American lives and half that number of
British . . . For we were resolved to share the agony. Now all this night-
mare picture had vanished. In its place was the vision—fair and bright
indeed it seemed—of the end of the whole war in one or two violent
shocks. I thought immediately myself of how the Japanese people,
whose courage I had always admired, might find in the apparition of
this almost supernatural weapon an excuse which would save their
honour and release them from their obligation of being killed to the
last fighting man . . .

At any rate, there never was a moment’s discussion as to whether
the atomic bomb should be used or not. To avert a vast, indefinite
butchery, to bring the war to an end, to give peace to the world, to lay
healing hands upon its tortured peoples by a manifestation of over-
whelming power at the cost of a few explosions, seemed, after all our
toils and perils, a miracle of deliverance.’

The Japanese did not respond immediately to the Allied nuclear
challenge. The Japanese cabinet was hopelessly split on accepting
defeat, even though, conventionally, Japan was in extremely bad shape.
It took the emperor to make the actual decision for them. Hirohito’s
decision allowed the institution and the person of the mikado to remain
in power in the shadow of occupation, and thereby, legitimize it for
the Japanese people. In another situation, where there is no emperor to
settle the matter for quarreling cabinet members, it is unlikely that a
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nation would be so quick to accept unconditional surrender.

Yet Churchill introduced here a psychological-cultural factor in
dealing with the Oriental culture that other statesmen, such as Israel’s
David Ben-Gurion, might have examined on their own and found use-
ful in dealing with a non-Western culture.

During World War II, the Jews did not escape Hitler’s wrath; they
could not fight back as the Allies did. This fact, combined with other
political lessons, drove them back to a country they had left thousands
of years before, back to a traditional environment in which their pres-
ence was deemed culturally and politically unacceptable. If we look at
the Arab states as competing brotherly entities, sovereign and half-
sovereign, whose potential for conventional warfare was potentially
great and who had no strong cohesive leadership, we can see that Ben-
Gurion’s fear was the emergence of an Arab Hitler who (in Ben-
Gurion’s words) could unite the Arab states before Israel had
entrenched itself.

So, Ben-Gurion would not allow Israel to go about its business with-
out pursuing a nuclear option. Ben-Gurion was conscious of the fact
that Zionism was something that could fit into the category of “subjec-
tive rationality” —a specific set of values, history, and psychology. It
was the cultural-historical logic of Jews that Ben-Gurion accepted as
the right one. But he was able to understand that others would not
accept it and would fight it instead. Still, in his view, he was “right” and
they were “wrong” —by itself an important substantive matter.

In the West this logic, when combined with positive efforts—some
unique, such as the Kibbutz—was somewhat accepted before the Holo-
caust but was widely endorsed after the Holocaust. Not so among
Arabs, whose own subjective rationality, plus political-military events
that had occurred before and during the Israeli War of Independence,
would reject the notion of Israel outright. To this we must add what we
characterize as “low politics” of Arab leaders, states, and groups; “low
politics” is inseparable from history and psychology—and in some
cases it could become the most important problem. Israel’s problem,
therefore, was to develop objective tools that would be forced on Arab
subjective rationality. This subjective rationality was mixed with several
other dimensions—both “high political” and “low political.” The very
existence of Israel, for example, could be seen as “high political” to
Jews but not to Arabs; Arab unification or hegemonic aspirations of
Arab nations such as Egypt or Iraq could seem to be “high political” to
some, if not to us; and the personal ambitions of leaders such as Gamal
Abdel Nasser or Saddam Hussein could be regarded as “low political.”
Therefore, taking into account these various high and low political
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goals, we can see that, even at this stage, the term “rationality” was not
enough to understand Arab behavior so that Israeli strategy could be
shaped accordingly.

In Ben-Gurion's eyes, the toils and perils of the Jewish people dur-
ing World War II might have seemed to have exceeded the suffering of
the Allies in the war—suffering that had justified, in Churchill’s words,
a “nuclear respite” to subdue Japan. And parts of the historical-cul-
tural argument could have seemed applicable to a degree to the Arab
situation, though Ben-Gurion would have developed it independently
before Churchill’s remarks quoted above were published in the early
1950s. He might well have drawn conclusions from Hiroshima itself,
and from the lessons he learned from Israel’s 1948 War of Indepen-
dence. The use of nuclear weapons against the Japanese played a polit-
ical role. That is, the bomb provided an “excuse” for surrender: the
proud and fighting tradition of the Samurai culture was being defeated
not by men in the field but by “almost supernatural powers.” For Israel,
defending itself against the somewhat similar Islamic tradition, the
bomb, if and when acquired, could serve the same purpose of making
peace, or at least of allowing Arabs to accept Israel de facto, although
with important adjustments.

In this context, the “political” use of nuclear weapons becomes
clear: it is a technical-psychological, strategic measure aimed at making
an enemy forgo war. Yet the usual meaning of “politics” is almost the
opposite. As opposed to “strategic” calculations—which are aimed at
fighting wars, winning them, or imposing one’s will on the enemy by
deterring him from pursuing his goals by force—"politics” has to do
with one’s prestige, standing, domestic political calculations, and the
various tools related to pursuing these purposes.

My argument, however, as proposed in Chapter 1, is that when it
comes to nuclear weapons, this distinction, when seen historically, is not
always valid. In the case of Israel and Egypt, for example, nuclear capa-
bilities—the implied threat of nuclear weapons—contributed heavily
to something close to conflict resolution; the same can be said of the
end of the cold war between Gorbachev’s Soviet Union and the United
States, at least in the heyday of Gorbachev’s perestroika. In the case of
Qaddafi’s Libya and Saddam'’s Iraq nuclear weapons seem to be the
precondition to continuing conflicts. Since these countries are in the
process of trying to acquire the bomb, we do not know whether its
acquisition can be prevented, or turned at least into opaque postures.
And we must ask what will happen when and if they do acquire the
bomb. Will the conflicts around these nations become worse, or will
they accept the logic of mutual destruction and agree at least to some
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kind of a stable, low-level conflict, on the way to eventual conflict reso-
lution, a situation similar to that which developed between the two
original nuclear nations? In order to study these options, we must first
return to the nuclear history of the world since Hiroshima.

Churchill’s view of Hiroshima was related solely to the situation in
1945, but it colored his opinion on the use of nuclear weapons in the
post-Hiroshima world. He argued against Clement Attlee’s proposi-
tion that the United States should make an “act of faith” by offering its
atomic knowledge for the benefit of the whole world.* Churchill
believed that the American nuclear monopoly could be further used,
possibly in cooperation with the British, to restrain the Russians in
Europe, and possibly come to some political agreement with them. His
formulation at that early stage of the cold war was that since the Amer-
icans had a “two or three year lead” in the nuclear field, “in this short
interval they and we must reach some form of security based upon a
solemn covenant backed by force viz. the force of the atomic bomb,”
and only then a United Nations conference should be convened to deal
with the bomb itself. Churchill argued further that

Nothing will give a foundation except the supreme resolve of all
nations who possess or may possess the weapon to use it at once unit-
edly against any nation that might use it in war. For this purpose the
greater the power of the US and GB in the next few years the better are
the hopes. The US therefore should not share their knowledge and
advantage except in return for a system of inspection of this and all
other weapon-preparations in every country, which they are satisfied
after trial is genuine.®

This quotation introduces us to two elements in Western nuclear behav-
ior relevant to our understanding of Israel’s pursuance of a nuclear
option: first, the issue of the “nuclear lead” aimed at reaching a political
settlement based on “some form of security,” arrived at through
“nuclear sharing” —in this case, of course, between the United States
and Great Britain, and second, the issue of international norms pro-
hibiting the use of the bomb by any state. Israel’s very acceptance by the
Arabs as a “state” would be the main issue at first. Thus for Ben-Gurion
“deterrence” and “conflict resolution” were close to one and the same
thing. Once the Arabs accepted Israel as a given, with or without formal
peace—which might indeed follow—a basic “high political” aim would
be secured. Allowing the Arabs to acquire the bomb first would be sui-
cidal, so Israel had no other choice but to win the race and use its lead
the best it could. Paradoxically enough, Ben-Gurion’s basic, pessimistic
assumptions about Arab belligerence and its reasons were intertwined
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with optimistic assumptions about the impact of the bomb on them, if
accompanied with a variety of other, “high political,” measures includ-
ing the maintenance of the partition of Palestine. His adversaries, such
as General Yigal Allon, postulated conventional deterrence and com-
pellence. Allon tended to believe that the introduction of the bomb and
the following “balance of terror” would play into Arab hands. Others
came to believe that Israel must add a new element to the nuclear his-
tory of the world: that of preventing adversaries from developing their
own nuclear infrastructure at all.

Churchill was at first in the opposition, and actual British nuclear
policy was decided upon by others. The 1989 study by Ian Clark and
Nicholas Wheeler provides information that revises the “dismissive
attitude toward the role of strategy in the formation of British atomic
policy.”® Here “strategy” is understood in the terms that we have
attributed to “high politics” —aimed at preserving or enhancing ele-
mentary value-bound goals as opposed to sheer self-interest, prestige
calculations, and seeking power for its own sake, even though such
“strategy” may have had limited goals. The role of strategy was con-
ceived, indeed, in terms of defending the British Isles by deterring the
Soviets from attacking them; it did not pursue any further goals, such as
changing Soviet behavior in other spheres.

In this connection, Clark and Wheeler tell us that if it is now
anachronistic to read the decline of Britain as a superpower, as an extant
and recognized condition, back into the period 1945-1947, it would
seem to follow that the primarily political explanations of the British
deterrent that emphasize the nostalgic quest for great power eminence
are equally anachronistic. Thus, whatever it was to become in the longer
term, “British nuclear strategy in its origins was not simply a reflection
of political and economic decline.” Rather, “it was based on a hard-
headed analysis of Britain’s strategic predicament as it confronted pol-
icy-makers in 1945” —even though Britain had no nuclear weapons at
the time. And yet, Britain became “the first nation to base its national
security planning almost entirely upon a declaratory policy of nuclear
deterrence.”’

The case of Israel seems to have been somewhat similar, except that
what Clark and Wheeler call the “myopic vision” of the British chiefs of
staff —which was finally accepted by Prime Minister Attlee, “whose
initial reaction to the atomic bomb was little short of apocalyptic” —
was, in the Israeli case, “the steady purpose of Prime Minister David
Ben-Gurion,” according to McGeorge Bundy.® Yet what Clark and
Wheeler call “strategic thinking” was not necessarily the common view
among Israeli generals and influential strategic thinkers. Bundy over-
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simplified a more complex picture.” We do not know whether Ben-
Gurion would have adopted a “declaratory policy of nuclear deter-
rence.” But military men, some already influenced by British- and
American-inspired nuclear strategic ideas, combined these ideas with
their perceptions of Arab behavior and developed serious doubts about
their validity in the Israeli case. The most prominent among such mili-
tary men was Yigal Allon, probably the best general in Israel’s War of
Independence (1947-1949), whose book A Curtain of Sand, first pub-
lished in 1959, was the first open, clear-cut antinuclear strategic treatise
in Israeli history.

We cannot prove in detail whether Allon was exposed to modern
deterrence-theoretical thinking before he published the first version of A
Curtain of Sand in 1959, but at least he was in principle interested in
such literature. Since becoming a war leader, he had admired the writ-
ings of Captain B. H. Liddell-Hart. As early as 1946, Liddell-Hart had
published a rather skeptical work on the limited utility of nuclear
threats.' Hart stressed that Britain’s vulnerability had to be reduced
first in order to make the British nuclear deterrent credible.

As Allon saw it, Israel, in its 1949 boundaries, was much more vul-
nerable than were the British Isles. Hart underlined “the diminution of
a country’s vulnerability [as] the best deterrent to aggression—far better
than a relatively feeble power of counterattack.”"

Allon might also have read the collection edited by American strate-
gic thinker Bernard Brodie and published in 1946 under the title The
Absolute Weapon.” In this collection, Brodie argued that ultimately other
countries besides the United States would have atomic weapons; he
predicted that there would be no reliable means of defense against such
weapons. In such a context, the role of military power would funda-
mentally change—a phrase that Allon used almost verbatim in his own
book, echoing, and dismissing as bad for Israel, Brodie’s conclusion
that “Thus far, the chief purpose of the military establishment has been
to win wars. From now on its chief purpose must be to avert them.”
Allon, in other words, wanted to maintain for Israel the option to fight
conventional wars, when necessary, win them, and achieve strategic
and territorial goals that went beyond those that were fixed as a result
of Israel’s War of Independence. Allon’s main aim was one of “deter-
rence-compellence.” That is, should deterrence fail, conventional com-
pellence—rather than massive nuclear retaliation or sophisticated
nuclear strategy (as developed later in the West)—plus territorial
changes principally in Israel’s favor should be pursued as trump cards.

Clark and Wheeler,” however, discuss interesting differences
between early American and British nuclear strategic thinking; Allon
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might have been exposed to the British side of this thinking rather than
the American. G. Herken tells us that “in retrospect it is somewhat sur-
prising not how quickly but how slowly deterrence theory, and even
clarity about the concept, developed after WWIL"”* We shall return to
Churchill himself, in this regard, but first we will look more closely at
what influenced Allon.

Allon went to England in the early 1950s to study at Oxford. There
he had access to the military and to leftist Labour leaders. He might
have endorsed the British concept of deterrence, but in contrast to that
concept—which emphasized declaratory nuclear deterrence—Allon
was working for deterrence by invoking conventional means, to be fol-
lowed by using the same means to make peace. From leftist Labourites,
he might have learned later, as we shall see, that “national bombs”
were to be regarded as a prospect for disaster, since any “national
bomb” in Europe might become available to the West Germans in due
course, which would challenge the Soviet Union to take extreme coun-
termeasures.

Yet, this was still to come. American thinking about the bomb
developed rather slowly following Brodie’s initial contribution. The
Americans, “for about five years after the end of the war . . . lacked
any systematic strategy or theory linking military planning to foreign
policy objectives.”” Or rather, “the United States was slow to embrace
deterrence at the official level because it was torn between the concep-
tion that atomic bombs made little strategic difference and the concep-
tion that they made all the difference in the world”* (in the sense that
they could decisively win wars and change Soviet behavior with or
without wars).

“In Britain, precisely the reverse was the case . . . the concept of
deterrence was one that had long since been embraced . . . Such a British
doctrine of deterrence . . . was limited in scope and specific in inten-
tion . . . It was not a doctrine of compellence, seen as having great poten-
tial for shaping the general diplomatic behavior of the Soviet Union.”"
One could speculate that Allon followed British logic in this regard, in
the sense that he had adopted the very concept of deterrence, however
conventional, and added to it conventional compellence, rather than
the limited British goal of maintaining the status quo. Nor would he
endorse early American nuclear war-fighting doctrines or Ronald Rea-
gan’s or rather Edward Teller’s later “defensive” version of nuclear
“compellence.” For Allon, compellence could be achieved by invoking
conventional means in a conventional environment. Nuclear weapons
meant, in the case of the Middle East, a dangerous status quo, which the
Arabs could use for their own purposes.
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At the same time and again later, Israeli politicians and generals-
turned-politicians, such as Allon, were influenced not only by British
strategic concepts but also by political considerations short of the “high
political” ones—such as American pressure in regard to nuclear prolif-
eration. Added to this was the fact that they were also influenced by
domestic political and partisan interests and by personal reasons and
drives. Foreign inputs to Israeli thinking were also grounded in Western
strategic nuclear concepts as they developed later on. And these con-
cepts, as Clark and Wheeler tell us, were based on the more “political”
and integrated British approach to nuclear weapons, which entailed a
serious discussion of the proliferation problem in relation to the issue of
nuclear “sharing” with countries like West Germany. On the other
hand, the early American approach, which had been adopted by some
members of the military such as General Curtis LeMay," was less inte-
grated and more military-oriented.

Both the United States and Great Britain took it for granted that
the Soviets would have their own bomb sooner or later. So the real
issue was what could be done in the meantime while the Americans
still held the nuclear monopoly. We have no evidence that the United
States seriously planned the elimination of the Soviet nuclear weapon
production industry in order to maintain its monopoly; however, the
Americans were not ready to agree to a far-reaching political-strategic
sharing in the nuclear weapons field with the British government,
despite the initial scientific cooperation among the United States, Great
Britain, and Canada in developing the American bomb. Thus, from the
beginning, the British under Attlee pursued the bomb on their own—a
secret that was kept not only from Parliament but certainly from the
public as well. Due to the American McMahon Act, which prohibited
nuclear sharing almost entirely, and also due to their own desire to
acquire the bomb, the British, upon Churchill’s return to power in 1951,
completed their atomic “national bomb.” Later, following a still-secret
agreement with President Eisenhower,” and an amended version of
the McMahon Act, the British developed a hydrogen bomb. This, of
course, was the first breach of the exclusive dual membership rule of the
Soviet-American nuclear club. Moreover, the renewed American-British
cooperation was bound to enrage the French, if not the Soviets.

Yet, in my view, Churchill’s public and private ideas about the
bomb were still an important British contribution, which had a pro-
found influence on the Americans, at least in shaping Western deter-
rence postures.” As the cold war reached its peak in Europe in the late
1940s, Churchill referred to the bomb as our “only hope as usual,”*
and stressed the “deterrent” role of the atomic bomb. He popularized
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the term and drew a parallel with the lessons of the inter-war period: if
the democracies had acted on time, Hitler could have been deterred,
Nazi Germany could have been stopped, and “the unnecessary war”
avoided.

As long as the atomic bomb was the sole nuclear weapon and the
United States had a clear lead in the nuclear race, the American gov-
ernment under President Truman was bound to an extent by the docu-
ment known as “NSC 68,” of which Paul Nitze is said to have been the
main author.” This document called for the containment of Soviet
expansionism and rejected isolationism. Assuming that the United
States must lead the free world by strengthening both its economy and
its military forces, NSC 68 read “as though war, and nuclear war at
that, was just around the corner, [and] ended by calling for a large scale
build-up of American nuclear and conventional forces. A national shel-
ter policy was also recommended.”” President Truman, however, was
careful not to use the bomb—both at the outset of the Korean War and
when General MacArthur pushed for a major war with China. (The lat-
ter—a direct American involvement in continental Asia including the
use of nuclear weapons against the largest and most important nation in
that part of the world—by itself would have stood in direct contradic-
tion to American traditions.)

Soon enough the Soviets had not only atomic weapons but also fol-
lowed the United States in developing hydrogen bombs. And before
long, it seemed, wrongly, that they had won the missile race. This is
the third step in our paradigm: that the virtual American nuclear
monopoly of 1945—supported by a growing arsenal, a variety of
bombers, and foreign bases—was replaced by a growing nuclear and
missile race with the Soviet Union, which exposed the United States
itself to the hazards of virtual extinction. Deterrence, rather than war-
fighting doctrines, seemed to have carried the day, although as both
McGeorge Bundy and John Newhouse stress, President Eisenhower’s
policy in regard to nuclear war-fighting was “enigmatic” from the
beginning. Bundy aptly describes this policy as “the instructive differ-
ence between doctrine and behavior, theory and practice, in the time of
Dwight Eisenhower.”*

The vehement rivalry of the cold war saw Soviet defense doctrines
that dismissed Western deterrence thinking as irrelevant to the Marxist-
Leninist view on just wars, and explained away Western moves and
countermoves in terms of class warfare initiated by imperialistic pow-
ers. In turn, Marxist-Leninist doctrine seemed to the West to be only a
justification for Soviet expansionism. What was worse, however, was
that Soviet doctrinaire thinking seemed to consider nuclear war as a
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practical, as well as a theoretically sustainable, possibility. The enor-
mity of Soviet-controlled space, the habits and education of the vast
Soviet population, and the political framework within which they were
ruled, all seemed to justify Stalin in conducting a deliberate campaign to
minimize the challenge of the atomic bomb.”

The public approach of the Soviets to the Western nuclear threat
was also officially assumed by the Chinese even before they had any
nuclear weapons of their own. This was demonstrated by Mao’s dis-
missal of the United States as a “paper tiger,” and by his actual military
confrontations with the Americans in Korea and over the islands of the
Formosa Straits.

Here we are introduced to two phenomena relevant to the Israeli-
Arab case. The first is that of the official posture adopted by conven-
tional adversaries of nuclear powers denying that the bomb would have
a decisive impact on a conflict between them. A similar posture could be
adopted by manpower-rich, territorially vast nations whose nuclear
options are weak, such as the USS.R. in the 1950s. Yet even Mao's risk-
taking policies were not clear-cut; the Korean War was concluded when
Eisenhower started to show nuclear impatience at the same time that
the Soviets failed to support the Chinese with a credible nuclear guar-
antee. And this is the second problem relevant to the Middle East: that
of the credibility of a nuclear guarantee given by a third party to a non-
nuclear nation involved in a conflict with another party.

Mao maintained his “paper tiger” doctrine, however, for several
more years while trying, unsuccessfully, to get Soviet nuclear aid and
while developing his own bomb. Similar military-doctrinaire thinking
in both respects may have taken root in time in the Third World, includ-
ing among Arab military thinkers.” We do not know whether the intro-
duction of the hydrogen bomb and the Soviet familiarity with it brought
about a profound change in official Soviet treatment of the bomb as a
threat to humanity, and led to their worldwide campaign to eliminate it
(leaving them with overwhelming conventional superiority). But we
shall find somewhat similar approaches among Arabs.

In reality, the Soviet Union vacillated between war by proxy and
open, even if limited, challenges to the West, without finding a satis-
factory compromise among its prenuclear Communist mission, its
strategic-national motives, its domestic problems, and the reality of the
post-Hiroshima world, which made the United States such a powerful
opponent. The Soviets carefully considered the developing American
policy as it culminated in what McGeorge Bundy describes as “what
became known inaccurately but indelibly” as John Foster Dulles” doc-
trine of “massive retaliation.”” This doctrine, by itself, was a deviation
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from the diversified deterrents and war-winning assets recommended
in NSC 68, and was accompanied by a major cutback in all military
expenditure. It also was supposed to enhance some agreement with
the Soviets, now that the hydrogen bomb overshadowed the globe. Yet
at the same time, John Foster Dulles, President Eisenhower’s secretary
of state, maintained a “roll-back” challenge toward the Soviets, which
they rejected, declaring themselves undeterred in every other respect.

The doctrine of “massive retaliation” as it was formulated by
Dulles—and as it was understood by others, if not by Eisenhower him-
self—was a classic case of open, binding, wholesale nuclear threats.
(Later, we will discuss a case in which an Israeli scholar advocated that
a similar policy be adopted by his government, and we will see why this
option has not been adopted.) Dulles felt it necessary to convince the
Soviets that despite the notorious weakness of democracies (as it had
expressed itself in the 1930s) and the role of the public (which had no
meaning in totalitarian regimes), the United States had learned its les-
son. It was ready to retaliate “massively” by using its overwhelming
nuclear might against Soviet acts of aggression, especially in Western
Europe, while refusing to be drawn to limited wars favoring the Soviets
or to the enormous expenditures involved in a variety of other deter-
rents.

The deterrent capacity of these American threats was soon sub-
jected to much scholarly analysis. The question became: Were these
threats “credible” considering (1) the growing Soviet nuclear might,
and (2) the fact that by the late 1950s, the power of preemption
emanated first from a supposed “bomber gap” and later from a “missile
gap” in the Soviets’ favor? This issue was brought to light by Albert
Wohlstetter, a RAND mathematician whose work had reportedly
impressed nuclear strategist Paul Nitze and many others. The idea
Wohlstetter articulated was simply that a “first strike” could be deterred
by maintaining a “credible second strike.” This idea came to dominate
American nuclear strategy, despite the fact that President Eisenhower
himself, as we are repeatedly told by Newhouse and Bundy, was far
from sharing Wohlstetter’s view of the Russians or his quantitative sys-
tem of analytical tools. The general-turned-politician thought more in
terms of perceptions—i.e., of credible threats related to his view of
Soviet behavior—than in terms of capabilities—i.e., of actual means
and their practical use. Several rather influential civilians (Nitze among
them), on the other hand, emphasized the means, the numbers of
nuclear bombs, and other quantifiable elements of “nuclear strategy.”*

Nuclear analysts were at first drawn more and more into discussing
Nitze’s beloved numbers (as Lord Zuckerman put it), and then later to
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other technical issues, such as silos, nuclear submarines (in which Eisen-
hower himself was very much interested), hardening silos, MIRVs, and
the like. The emphasis was placed on the “strategic” value of these
means, i.e., mainly as deterrents, and not on the economic and the polit-
ical meaning of the arms race for both sides. No one, I suspect, had pre-
dicted the collapse of the Soviet economy, owing in part to the enor-
mous costs of the nuclear build-up. And the stability of the Soviet
regime seemed to be a constant that no one expected to change along
with changes in Soviet society.

In the late 1950s Herman Kahn, also originally a mathematician,
entered the scene with his peculiar terminology and methods of dis-
cussing escalation and “thinking about the unthinkable.” His contem-
porary, Thomas Schelling, on the other hand, was a proponent of
achieving a “non-use” situation of nuclear weapons among the great
powers. Here we enter the stage in which American academic “con-
flict theory” impacted on the nuclear age. Wohlstetter, Kahn, and
Schelling were key players in this development, despite the well-known
differences in their theories. Schelling, as we will soon discuss, seems
the most important of these academics in various respects.

The final step in our paradigm is the development of deterrence
theory since the late 1950s, and especially toward the end of the 1960s—
the period during which Israel, in its peculiar way, joined the club, as
described by Bundy and by our French sources.

The hydrogen bomb and the cold war produced both the “massive
retaliation” doctrine and deterrence-theoretical discussions of conflict in
the nuclear age—leading to the doctrine of “flexible response” —and
with them the first U.S. efforts to curb nuclear proliferation. Deterrence
theory’s direct influence over nonproliferation began not with Presi-
dent Eisenhower, but rather with President Kennedy. The publication of
Thomas C. Schelling’s Strategy of Conflict, a major work on conflict man-
agement in the nuclear age, almost coincided with Kennedy’s election
campaign.

In 1961, Schelling ran simulation games related to his theories, in
which Henry A. Kissinger, a nuclear strategist at the time, and Robert
W. Komer, among others, are reported to have participated. McGeorge
Bundy, a future national security adviser, was close to Schelling’s circle.
Bundy and Komer would soon play a major role in Kennedy’s National
Security Council (NSC) with regard to the Middle East—especially in
trying to curb Israel’s nuclear program.”

Schelling’s works are of great interest here because of his explicit
desire to construct an apolitical theory of conflict based on the notion of
the “rational behavior” of the partners in a conflict. This notion is not
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simplistic,” nor does it create a scale of rationality in which highly ratio-
nal actors are positioned on one end and totally irrational ones on the
other. It requires the participants primarily to be able to calculate prof-
its and losses rationally in a situation in which they are dependent on
each other’s behavior. “Irrationality,” as defined by Schelling, embodies
the following characteristics: an unorganized and nonconsequent value
system, wrong calculations, the inability to get information and pass it
on, marginal and accidental influences over decision making and over
further transmission of decisions to others. It could be the reflection of a
decision taken by individuals who did not share a common value sys-
tem, and whose organizational and communicative arrangements
would prevent them from working as a unit. In addition, decision mak-
ers must be aware of their own “subjective rationality” —a notion that
Schelling left rather open but that can be understood as considerations
important to the calculations of one partner in a conflict, but considered
not acceptable as such by the other. For example, ideological and
domestic political considerations could be “subjective rationalities” —
that is, they could influence a conflict that could destroy both partners.
Schelling’s theory postulates, moreover, that “small children and mad-
men,” who are lacking the ability to behave in a reasonably rational
fashion, could not be deterred. Neither would they have the sense to
avoid the “zero sum games” that strive for an absolute benefit to either
party in a conflict.

This game-theoretical theory, seemingly value-free and behavior-
istic, stresses the importance of communication between partners to a
conflict, and further suggests normative methods of controlling credible
threats in order to maintain a balance between them. Besides the idea of
making threats openly, Schelling stressed the importance of having a
commitment, such as national prestige, to support the threats and “red
lines” to define them. At the same time, he warned that it was essential
to bear in mind the other party’s red lines in order to: (1) make credible
threats in a way in which the enemy would be unlikely to preempt
them, and (2) to ensure that the enemy not be pushed behind its own
red lines. “Signalling” and other modes of sophisticated communication
were added as alternatives to open threats in order to minimize the
dangers inherent in one of the greatest paradoxes exposed by the the-
ory’s system: that the overwhelming benefit of not executing one’s
threats can thoroughly undermine the credibility of the threats. Thus,
the “players” must use an exact dose, form, and method to achieve the
desired credibility and play without ruining the game.

As the theory applies to nuclear strategy, “non-use” of nuclear
weapons as an agreed norm might reduce the risks involved to a bear-
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able minimum.” This theory was basically limited to two actors. And
when applied to Washington and Moscow, it was drawn, among other
things, from their experiences with each other and with China up until
that time. Though the theory denies any dependence on American val-
ues, it clearly reflects the behavior of Americans, as observed by
Schelling—but stripped of their national identity and culture as such. It
also, implicitly, includes previous American experiences, such as the
perception of Hitler as a madman.

The problem is, of course, whether Schelling’s definitions of “ratio-
nality” and “irrationality” are valid for human beings whose “value
systems” are different from his own. Can Schelling’s definitions be
broad enough to encompass complex situations between alien cultures,
that is, cultures different from those known to him when he constructed
his theory in the late 1950s? Schelling emphasized forms of decision
making, rather than substance, except for the American tendency to
seek trade-offs and maintain rules of profit and loss in political life.
Therefore, his theory created a built-in doubt about forms of decision
making that deviated from what seemed to be the American bipartisan,
unified, consensual approach to foreign affairs at the time. It further
reflected a view of the world as a highly dangerous place, mired in
constant high-level conflict, and thus it was more concerned with con-
flict management than with conflict resolution.

Yet in retrospect, one may argue that historical-cultural substance,
rather than “rational” decision making, played an enormous role in
shaping the behavior of the superpowers themselves in regard to
nuclear affairs. And therefore, Schelling’s theory’s emphasis on forms of
decision making contributed positively to “rationalizing” the dialogue
between the superpowers on nuclear matters, and to restraining prolif-
eration; it also had to address itself to the mechanisms of “rationalizing”
conflicts, including nuclear risk taken by people in cultures about which
he knew little.

The obvious result—once Schelling’s ideas were adopted by the
politicians—was a renewed American effort to limit proliferation. This
made him, or people like him, the referees of “rationality” in a univer-
salistic and abstract fashion that was typical of American social sci-
ences of the time. This view of “rationality” could hardly cope with
diversified realities, but was supported by American power or Ameri-
can involvement in a complex and not always viable mode. Moreover,
the theory, when combined with its initial goal of seeking for “credibil-
ity” in a game of chicken—and with a built-in refusal to allow the bomb
to destroy civilization—helped to escalate conventional conflicts such as
the Vietnam War, and possibly also contributed to the outbreak of the
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Israeli Six-Day War. The theory also ignored the economics of the
nuclear race: one party could incur insufferable costs in order to main-
tain the game of chicken. It also ignored the possibility of domestic
political changes. For example, the changes that occurred in the Soviet
Union under Gorbachev—which reflect a complex process of economic,
ideological, and organizational inputs—may have made previous con-
flict with the West suddenly seem less important. A somewhat similar
process had taken place in Egypt, as we shall see. A “high political”
study of the elementary value-bound goals of both Egypt and the Soviet
Union, together with a study of their economic difficulties, might have
been useful in anticipating the behavior of these countries. In the
absence of such a study, conflict theoreticians and military-inspired
analysts put the emphasis on the countries’ “strategic” potential, based
on what seemed to be the experience of the past. Yet, the military-strate-
gic pressure on their societies and economies might have proved very
important—not as a tool to keep a conflict manageable, but maybe to
transform the nature of the conflict altogether.

“Political” analyses are less rigid than “strategic” ones, which
accept high-level conflicts as givens. “High political” analyses would
seek sometimes to resolve conflicts altogether, or at least would be flex-
ible and broad enough to examine more of the variables necessary for
conflict resolution—if the analysts had the vision and the reason to do
so. The cases of Iraq and Libya may seem to be different when com-
pared to Egypt’s, but here too cultural-historical, personal, and political
factors, which Schelling deliberately sought to avoid, must be studied to
understand these countries’ behavior in regard to the bomb and its
uses.

Schelling’s theory, a splendid construction, can also be used as a
negative model: as a tool to measure conditions that must prevail if
disaster is to be avoided in the nuclear age. As such, it was used—
almost immediately after its publication in the early 1960s—by Middle
Eastern actors to argue that their enemies were madmen and, there-
fore, were capable of the most extreme behavior. And since in
Schelling’s theory, madmen cannot be deterred, their anticipated acts
had to be preempted. Also, some of these actors could purposely adopt
signs of “irrational behavior” in order to achieve the image of a “crazy
state” —a notion developed, not surprisingly, by an Israeli decision-
making theoretician. Here, the theory could indeed perceive “us” as
“rational,” and “them” as “irrational,” and thus influence reality in a
fashion that requires more than Schelling’s value-free definition of
“rationality.” In the Arab-Israeli case, as used in the 1960s, the theory
required knowledge of the contents, or the substance, of the cultures
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and subcultures involved. It required knowledge of the way these cul-
tures and subcultures combined in the political setup and in the politi-
cal tradition of given Arab countries, within the changing framework of
the Arab world, and of a changing Israel. It was (and is) important to
realize (even if the notion is unfashionable) that Arabs are a historical-
cultural entity, very much self-focused, sometimes used to invoking
barbaric methods, mired in their own past and struggling with a diffi-
cult present, while following foreign inputs at the same time.

Israeli analysts such as General Allon—who were of course con-
scious of these factors—could take the theory out of its nuclear, Soviet-
American context and use it to develop a conventional strategy that
included conventional preemption, due to Arab “irrationality,” while
perceiving their own nation as perfectly “rational.” The outcome was, in
connection with many contributing factors, the Israeli occupation of
East Jerusalem and the West Bank in 1967, which helped transform the
Israelis into highly emotional people, whose own ancient past inter-
fered with their present more than ever before.

For General Allon, Arab “irrationality” dictated forgoing nuclear
weapons or making them a “last resort” option only. The theoretical
and practical difficulties involving a “last resort” option could be
derived from Schelling’s theory itself. “Last resorts” are sometimes dif-
ficult to define, especially in the Middle East where international bound-
aries are not always historically legitimized. One cannot always tell the
enemy’s definition of a “last resort.” And in some cases one’s definition
of “last resort” may invite probes of an escalating nature by the enemy.
Even the drawing of “red lines,” in conventional terms, as Allon did in
public, would hardly expose the nuclear last resort. In conflict theoret-
ical terms, used by Schelling and other American theoreticians, the sta-
tus-quo could be seen as the last resort.

But even then the problem of creating credible threats to maintain
the status quo tortured the theoreticians no end. This problem led
among other things to the development of “theater nuclear weapons”
and the like, which enabled the United States to make a credible threat
to fight in Europe against overwhelming Soviet conventional superior-
ity and nuclear power; thereby avoiding a military confrontation that
might endanger the American homeland—a proposition which seemed
to lack credibility.

In retrospect, then, Schelling neglected many historical and political
determinants that could influence the behavior of nuclear powers
toward each other. From our perspective in the early 1990s, one can
argue that these other, ignored, determinants have influenced the behav-
ior of the superpowers and contributed to the stability of their conflict
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more than Schelling’s recommended open or highly sophisticated
threats. For example, the status of the superpowers as marginal, conti-
nental conglomerates, well separated from each other and hegemonic in
their immediate environments—a distinct difference from the European
situation that gave birth to two world wars—could have contributed to
stability. Despite later controversies about Yalta and Potsdam, Europe
itself was divided as a result of World War II to the basic satisfaction of
the Soviets, who had no historical, national, or cultural interests in the
military occupation of Western Europe. The Berlin problem and the
issue of Germany’s future did remain dangerously open. And in regard
to these two issues Moscow took several risks to try to protect its cordon
sanitaire. Still, it agreed to the neutralization and virtual Westerniza-
tion of Austria. And earlier, the Soviets did not support Communist
insurgents in Greece, and left others behind in Iranian Azerbaijan.
Within their own sphere, the Soviets also had to put up with Tito in
Yugoslavia; but when it came to Prague, they put their foot down.

In other parts of the world the Soviets seldom confronted America
directly. Perhaps they deliberately chose, or were driven, to confront
America indirectly in “gray areas” such as Korea. Or, in some cases,
they were drawn into confrontation, as occurred in Vietnam and was
the result of a much more complicated process involving local clients
and China. This lack of direct confrontation is due simply to the fact that
the superpowers share no common boundaries and have no direct ter-
ritorial claims on each other; neither do they have an old national hatred
or any other reason to fight each other to defend their right to exist. At
first, the Soviets were seen as the “Evil Empire,” the Americans were
understood to be classic imperialists, and several moves on the parts of
both countries did create an atmosphere of constant crisis. However, it
was only upon the introduction of the bomb—and perhaps just the
introduction of the hydrogen bomb—that the superpowers became vul-
nerable to mutual destruction in their own eyes.” Only since the intro-
duction of nuclear weapons has there been any need for abstract conflict
theories dealing with the prospect of premeditated, complete, mutual
destruction, or conflicts resembling the game of chicken.

Communism is grounded in an extremely materialistic-technologi-
cal world-view; from its inception it emphasized the role of capitalism
as maximizing technological development. Therefore, the Soviets rec-
ognized the bomb as a major change in world affairs long before first
admitting it. Perhaps this pragmatic bent as regards the bomb was a
Soviet historical-ideological subjective rationality, which might have
helped maintain the basic historical status quo in Europe. Soviet ven-
tures in Europe could mainly have been efforts to preserve the post-
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World War II status quo, as they perceived it, against America’s pres-
ence and nuclear might, rather than attempts to change it in Russia’s
favor by invoking military means in the nuclear age. On the contrary,
their Marxist-Leninist ideology expected the socioeconomic process to
win anyway, as far as the future of capitalism was concerned, but
stressed adequate defense from imperialistic threats and convulsions.

This historical-ideological subjective rationality, which did not nec-
essarily strive for Soviet occupation of Western national states, could be
seen as colliding with commitments to communism in general, and to
“freedom movements” in the Third World. It was at odds, also, with
other domestic and national priorities and values. To the extent that
the United States was not committed to nations in the Third World, the
Soviets were free to act; even so, however, as a consequernce of exactly
these sorts of calculations the Soviets had their major rift with China, a
struggle that was related in part to Moscow’s refusal to lend Mao
nuclear aid.

These various, highly complex inputs were not necessarily gov-
erned by American game-theoretical use of threats, by the simple draw-
ing of red lines by the United States, or by signalling. The Soviets had
their own conflicting priorities. The bomb, of course, has a language of
its own; the Russians used their judgment and historical-cultural tools,
among other things, to respect its voice. In regard to Western Europe,
which had never been an integral part of the Soviet empire, once they
built the Berlin Wall, the Soviets were ready to maintain the status quo.
Their restraint has been due, in part, to American strength, but they
have been less deterred from their goal of becoming a major world
power. They were ready to take advantage of Fidel Castro’s regime
and its fear of an American invasion. They were willing to build missile
bases in Cuba aimed at the U.S. mainland, even with the conditions of
nuclear disparity in America’s favor, hoping to thereby change it and
create a perfect game of chicken in which they might gain more freedom
of action.

This brings us back to the Kennedy era, which we touched on
briefly above. Here, for the first time, deterrence theory appears to have
influenced the president’s behavior, by pushing him to close some
alleged “missile gaps” and to return to a massive program of nuclear
rearmament. On the other hand, he exercised extra care not to push the
Soviets behind their own red lines. He offered to remove obsolete mis-
siles from Turkey as a gesture of compensation for his demand that
they withdraw missiles from Cuba. We could inquire here whether
Kennedy’s men did not try to restore a balanced game of chicken in
the nuclear field, while getting involved conventionally in Vietnam, by
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using signals that failed to make an impression on Hanoi, due to the
theoretical biases of American theoreticians. This is the point in time at
which Israel’s nuclear options were drawing attention abroad.

Kennedy’s efforts to curb nuclear proliferation had started before
the Cuban missile crisis. And that incident gave his administration yet
another reason to oppose proliferation: to prevent the Russians from
deploying nuclear missiles in client states from which their removal
would have been much more difficult than had been the case in Cuba.
At least, the Kennedy Administration had the opportunity to use that
argument to prevent proliferation per se. But it seems that in any case,
deterrence-theoretical thinking—which assumes a world in a constant
high-level conflict—might have pushed Kennedy to his own extension
of Eisenhower’s campaign to prevent nuclear proliferation. The basic
ideas behind Kennedy’s campaign seemed to be as follows:

1. The apparent deterrence of the Soviets in Europe—including the
building of a wall around East Berlin (which could have been perceived
as a defensive posture)—and later in Cuba seemed to indicate that their
leaders had the ability to behave rationally. Due, among other things, to
historic and strategic reasons, such as the lack of proximity between
the superpowers themselves and their growing nuclear arsenals, the
Russians had the freedom to be rational and the means to be “credible.”
Other nations, however, could have “madmen or children” for lead-
ers. And these leaders, in close proximity to each other and in control of
some crude nuclear devices, could use crude threats against each other
and invite nuclear disasters. They might even establish such behavior as
a norm in international relations. Or they could even try to influence the
behavior of the superpowers themselves. In invoking their parochial
interests, these third parties could further cause the superpowers to get
involved in situations more complex than in the relatively manageable
European situation or in the isolated Cuban missile crisis. In this event,
the superpowers could lose control of the stability they had at least to
some degree established between them. (As we shall see, such thinking
partially governed American fears with regard to a nuclear Israel.)

2. A bipolar nuclear world was difficult enough to manage, but
there was no theory available to handle the affairs of a multipolar
nuclear world, except (according to existing theory) to live in a growing
state of conflict. “Madmen and children” were expected to emerge “out
there” as a matter of course, or rather, of time.

The concept of “rationality” itself could lose its meaning in situa-
tions involving many partners having complex relationships with each
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other and with the competing superpowers. For example, in a typical
complication characterizing the Middle East situation, it would be per-
fectly “rational” for a nuclear Egypt under President Nasser, or for a
nuclear Iraq, to support a guerrilla war against Israel. In this “rational”
scenario, Egypt or Iraq would give Palestinian commandos some kind
of a nuclear guarantee—either through an implied or an open threat—
to cover the Palestinians’ bases of operation in a third Arab country,
such as Lebanon or Jordan. This scenario assumes that Egypt or Iraq
were safe from Israel’s retaliation. It is impossible to predict how likely
this “rational” calculation would be, but it does make sense in that it
transports the Vietnam example to the Middle East—if one believes
that the U.S. was deterred from using nuclear weapons in that conflict
due to Soviet and Chinese support of Hanoi. This scenario makes
nuclear retaliation seem “irrational.” Yet, however “irrational” retalia-
tion would seem at the beginning of such a process, as it would entail
increasing, insupportable pain to Israel, Israel might “rationalize” very
risky efforts, including facing a nuclear threat, to stop the guerrilla war-
fare. Other nuclear Arab actors, such as Libya, would then join to
defend Egypt or Iraq, and each country would have ties with rival
superpowers who would simultaneously supply them with conven-
tional weapons (or such weapons would be supplied by other nations in
any case). We can further complicate this scenario by suggesting a
nuclear umbrella offered by Libya to a conventional Egypt in competi-
tion with a nuclear Iraq, when all these parties are committed to the
cause of the Palestinians. This cause is, of course, carried out by rival
Palestinian groups, whose base may be a Soviet-oriented Syria, and so
forth.

Another scenario could calculate Arab nuclear threats aimed at the
United States itself, in terms of threats against its local client—Israel —
and a resulting Israeli response, as well as a Soviet threat (even if the
main issue would seem to be Arab-American relations). Another sce-
nario would calculate the transfer of nuclear weapons by an Arab state
directly to Arab guerrillas, and the ensuing, uncontrollable blackmail
aimed at whoever one may imagine. The number of variables here does
not lend itself to the construction of a theory of conflict management,
nor could such a theory account for the ironical transformation of a
perfectly rational calculation into a multiparty version of the “prisoners’
dilemma.”

Clearly, the theory of deterrence—as Robert Jervis puts it—was
basically deductive, abstract and status quo-bound.” Yet, it reflected
America’s fundamental satisfaction with its national status and the real-
ization of its values and interests. These American values became, in
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deterrence theory, an implied subjective rationality favoring rational
(i.e., based on calculations of profit and loss), businesslike, one-on-one
relations with a partner in an ongoing conflict. The theory was, how-
ever, anchored in a historical situation in which both sides were sup-
posed to adopt such calculations; both sides had assets to trade off,
even if they first had to learn how to do so without risking their very
survival. Both sides also had allies and various interests in every corner
of the globe.

In this sense, the situation of the superpowers was even more com-
plicated than the situation of Israel, a nation whose very survival has
been at stake from the day of its birth, a nation that has not been
accepted as legitimate by its neighbors in their environment. These
neighbors, therefore, were politically committed to each other to destroy
Israel. But, for the Americans the issue seemed to be limited to “ratio-
nal” calculations of profit and loss—although in reality it was a much
more complicated process. Partially, it was governed by historical real-
ities, such as facts created by World War I, especially in Europe. Par-
tially, this process was governed by “domino theories,” of which liber-
als as well as conservatives were not free due to the Hitler experience.
And, assuming a pessimistic view of human nature, one might even
have developed a number of scenarios in which the contradictory logic
of partners involved in a conflict would lead to “theoretical” disasters
detached from real-life situations. In fact, the calculations were primar-
ily political-historical, even if the logic of the theory and of nuclear
strategy was added to the politics of the nuclear age. As such, these
calculations require a treatment in which deterrence-theoretical termi-
nology, rather than its logic, played its role. So, if we acknowledge the
limitations of the theory, it can be extremely useful for our own pur-
poses.

Yet American deterrence thinking, grounded as it was in the cold
war, would perforce desire that the rest of the world remain non-
nuclear. The only way to continue the game of chicken, with its tech-
nique of open, credible threats and flexible give-and-take rules—a dif-
ficult yet manageable situation—was to do everything possible to cut
down on the number of players. Two were plenty, but more, such as
China and France, not to mention Great Britain, was a grave annoy-
ance. This argument, coupled with American power, prevented prolif-
eration, or at least made it illegal —the value of illegality being to make
the open, binding, and less flexible characteristics of nuclear threats
seem to disappear, even if that does not seem to have been the original
aim of those who tried to stop proliferation. Illegality of nuclear arms,
and consequently of nuclear threats, also allowed for intervention
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behind the scenes before such threats could publicly come into play.
Illegality also prevented the complication of the praxis of the use of
nuclear weapons as it had established itself in an open fashion between
the relatively “rational” superpowers, at least for the time being.

Nonproliferation may also have been influenced by the residue of
the moral, largely liberal, rejection of nuclear weapons after Hiroshima
and the cry to outlaw the use of the bomb. There is evidence that it
may have been closely connected with public sentiment against Dulles’s
doctrine of massive retaliation, and with the emotional counterargu-
ment of the time: “Better Red Than Dead.” In publicly adopting non-
proliferation, Kennedy was demonstrating a liberal desire to “Ban the
Bomb.”

Regardless of Kennedy’s motives, his approach seems to have had
results. Nonproliferation was the order of the day, and proliferation
may have been prevented in some cases. In other cases, his policy cre-
ated the need for “ambiguous” nuclear postures; some nations could
not afford France’s and China’s stubborn open testing and building of
arsenals, which indeed prompted American intervention.

Even without the open postures of France and China, Israel’s case
was also a subject of Washington’s attention. Later, nonproliferation
policy and the related scholarly discussion of the issue could take credit,
along with other reasons, for the phenomenon of “opaque” threats.
Furthermore, the fear of the bomb itself, combined with deterrence
techniques previously developed in the nuclear context, contributed to
the conventional disaster in Vietnam, which had begun during the
Kennedy Administration and was escalated by the same group of offi-
cials, Bundy among them. Under Kennedy, something like nuclear
“self-deterrence” came into being—that is, the use of the bomb for any
purpose whatsoever except to deter direct Soviet nuclear attacks in
given areas was rejected by Bundy and his associates, and this policy
continued under Johnson. As we shall see, the same people contributed
to Israel’s conventional, unnecessary war in 1967.






CHAPTER THREE

The Israeli Paradigm:
American Controlled Opacity?

The second Eisenhower Administration was confronted with two
cases of covert proliferation: the French case and the Israeli case.
Although one generally associates Kennedy with the nonproliferation
program, actually the first serious crisis between Washington and
Jerusalem in this regard took place under Eisenhower. Kennedy inher-
ited the problems of both France and Israel. He also took over the prob-
lem of West German Gaullism, which, however, could have given him
a major trump card vis-a-vis the Soviets. The sharing of nuclear
weapons with West Germany was, for Moscow, an unmitigated disas-
ter, and using it as a bargaining chip could have prevented the Soviets
from dangerous acts of a similar nature with their own clients. In the
early 1960s, the two other major problems looming in the horizon were
first China, and in relation to it, India.

We do not know when the United States learned of the Chinese
nuclear effort, but once evidence was received, it caused grave deliber-
ations in Washington, and some kind of common action with Moscow
was considered. Washington also had to deal with India’s response to
the Chinese challenge, and to take seriously Nehru’s open warnings
that India would not tolerate a world dominated by the nuclear super-
powers. Delhi’s demands for superpower self-restraint in this and other
fields played a role in delaying an already agreed upon United Nations-
sponsored formula on banning proliferation in the early 1960s; the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) itself and the superpower monopoly inherent
in it were later described by Indira Gandhi as “nuclear apartheid.””

Information about American deliberations regarding China and
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India, the early history of the NPT, and the establishment of the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in 1957 can be deduced from
the sanitized and censored documentation available in the Library of
Congress and in Kennedy’s and Johnson's presidential libraries. There
must have been connections between the West German nuclear sharing
problem, the nonaligned position (in regard to the proliferation problem
at that time), and the Israeli nuclear program. Obviously, we will con-
centrate on the Israeli aspect. At least the Limited Test Ban Treaty
(LTBT) of 1963 signified a growing degree of understanding between
the superpowers, and one may speculate that the LTBT played a role in
making Israel’s nuclear option less visible a little later, when Ben-
Gurion’s successor, Levi Eshkol, officially endorsed it.?

As one can readily see, the French and the Chinese were left to pur-
sue their own ways. The latter exploded their first bomb in 1964. India,
meanwhile, was building reactors supplied by Canada for “peaceful
use” in the spirit of Eisenhower’s Atoms for Peace program. This pro-
gram was the positive side of the nonproliferation concept of the time,
and its general premises were also used later to resolve, for appear-
ances’ sake, the crisis with Israel.

In this respect, Indian and Israeli behavior seems to have been
rather similar; they both claimed their reactors were for peaceful use.
Actually, though, their means of acquiring nuclear potential, their
motives, and the final results of their efforts, including their relations
with Washington, were different. India’s case will be discussed briefly
in Chapter 13. However, at the outset of our historical review of Israel’s
opacity, we should mention that India’s introduction into nuclear
weapons development involved deceiving its suppliers—an act that
might have been inspired by India’s self-image as a great power and by
China’s nuclear challenge. India acquired its reactors directly from
antiproliferation powers within the framework of their norms pro-
hibiting the use of those reactors for arms development. First Canada,
then the United States, supplied reactors to India after 1969, and Indian-
built units were later added. In contrast Israel’s nuclear acquisition,
according to our French sources, began with a modest cooperation
agreement with France in the early 1950s, at a time when nonprolifera-
tion was not yet even an accepted international norm, much less
cemented in the NPT.? In fact, this relationship almost preceded the
birth of the IAEA itself.

The French, themselves, who had pioneered nuclear research for
peaceful use, began their scientific-industrial effort immediately fol-
lowing the Manhattan Project, in which several French scientists were
involved in Canada. In the mid-1950s, the French were able to construct
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natural-uranium-plus-heavy-water reactors to produce plutonium and
separation or reprocessing plants for making the plutonium weapons-
grade, although, at that time, they had not yet devised triggering mech-
anisms.*

France’s decision to “go nuclear” was deferred due to domestic dif-
ferences typical of the Fourth Republic, and to its complex foreign polit-
ical inclinations, among which was the Israeli connection, rather
neglected by historians. The connection was implemented, finally, in
1957 by a Socialist government that was an ideological and political
ally of Israel’s. Both governments were dominated by Social-Democrats,
whose attitude toward the Anglo-Americans was rather ambiguous:
The French remembered the 1930s well, including British appeasement
policy and American isolationism vis-a-vis Hitler, and the Israelis
believed that the Anglo-Americans could have done more to stop Hitler
and help save the lives of countless Jews. Furthermore, following the
Holocaust, British promises to the Zionists were broken several times—
an experience that added to Ben-Gurion'’s lessons from the Holocaust
itself —while American support was always tentative and sometimes
nonexistent.

Both recognized Fascist traits in Arab nationalism. And their basic
opposition to it aligned them, even though the French were taking
advantage of Arab nationalist ideology to fight Nasser’s Egypt and its
support of the Algerian claim for independence. They could use nega-
tive opinion about the ultranationalistic traits of Nasserism, its pan-
Arab and populist-socialist ideology, and its subversive activities
against opposing Arab regimes to defend their own colony, Algeria.
Nasser’s anti-Israeli rhetoric was phrased many times in anti-Semitic
terms, a reminder of the Fascist syndrome of the 1930s. When such a
person was supporting the Algerians, he could be targeted by the
French as a Fascist, as in fact Ben-Gurion perceived him, rather than
as Third World freedom fighter. The same French Socialist government,
and later a radical Socialist cabinet, is reported to have promised Israel
a complete nuclear weapons production system in late 1957, including
a plutonium separation plant. Reliable sources reveal that this process
was begun before, and was solidified as a result of, France and Israel’s
combined, abortive campaign against Nasser’s Egypt in 1956.° Several
versions of this explanation are still circulating in Israel itself. According
to former minister of transport Yitzhak Ben-Aharon, the 1957 agree-
ment was just a “framework agreement” that did not provide for bomb
production.® Other sources, such as Matti Golan and Michael Bar-Zohar,
even maintain that Ben-Gurion promised General de Gaulle later that
“no bomb will be produced” at Dimona. Yet Jean-Francis Perrin, the
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then director-general of the French Atomic Energy Commission,
claimed later that the French did promise Israel a reactor and a “chem-
ical” plant, in an agreement flexible enough to allow both sides enough
room for interpretation, while binding them as firmly as possible to
each other.

Israel was not obligated to the United States or to Canada (as India
was) concerning the development of nuclear options, but the French
were under an obligation to the United States regarding the transfer of
“nuclear secrets” and materials such as heavy water to third parties.’
But American behavior vis-a-vis the French when they were exposed to
Soviet nuclear threats during the 1956 campaign against Egypt, and in
relation to Israel, whose very survival was threatened in the most
explicit terms by Moscow during that campaign, might have helped
the French feel released from their obligations to Washington.”

Ben-Gurion’s Israel —whose forces were withdrawn from the Sinai
Peninsula following the 1956 Suez War due to combined American-
Soviet pressure—had incentives to “go nuclear” before the French con-
nection was established, according to our French source.” The Arab sit-
uation certainly warranted a close evaluation of the nuclear options.
As mentioned above, Israel was not obligated to America in any way at
that time. Ben-Gurion had tried hard but failed to gain access to one of
the regional treaty systems sponsored by Washington, just as he failed
to gain a binding American security guarantee. The recent publication
of the 1955-1956 volumes of Foreign Relations of the United States, dedi-
cated to the Arab-Israeli dispute,” reveals that the United States was
involved in complex efforts to solve the Arab-Israeli conflict. (Because
these events preceded Israel’s nuclear efforts, we will not go into them
here, but will return to them briefly in Chapter 4.) So, although Israel
had reason to be grateful to the United States—and reason to be cau-
tious in acting at cross-purposes with a great power—a dispassionate
analysis of America’s position vis-a-vis Israel reveals that the United
States was no more than a very reluctant patron of Israel’s during the
mid-1950s.

David Ben-Gurion was very conscious of America’s positive role in
supporting the Zionists’ claim for a Jewish state in a partitioned Pales-
tine, and its crucial economic aid to the newborn nation. But he had
reason to believe that the support given by Washington to Israel’s birth
emanated from a unique combination of circumstances, including
American-Jewish pressure on President Truman during an election
year. Truman was an inexperienced and dependent president whose
basic morality may have moved him to support Israel against the British
and Arab refusal to accept any political compromise. Notwithstand-
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ing, that same American government withdrew its support from the
U.N. partition plan for Palestine and refused to supply an almost
unarmed, infant nation with the arms necessary to win its indepen-
dence against the invading armies of the Arab world, who were them-
selves armed by the West." Moreover, it seemed clear that American
interests were aimed in the long run on winning the Arabs over, and not
only because of Arab oil or the importance of the Middle East in the
context of Soviet-American rivalry. Important government circles in
Washington were also impressed by the Arabs themselves—their num-
bers, vast spaces, national culture, and potentially violent habits.” These
aspects, as well as the Arab bid for unity and refusal to accept defeat
from a handful of Jews, made it obvious to Ben-Gurion that Israel’s
War of Independence was only the first round, and that in this first
round the most friendly nation—the United States—had stood aside.

Israel had had to create itself, and having done so, became a fact of
life that both Washington and Moscow were ready to recognize imme-
diately. Yet as a nation that created itself, it stood alone. No one would
join in Israel’s fight, or even guarantee to supply the necessary arsenal
for the country to defend itself against an angry, possibly united, Arab
world. For Ben-Gurion, Arab unification was a legitimate, difficult, and
logical course for Arabs to pursue. The necessary modern ideology—
such as the Ba’ath Party’s pan-Arabism—was already at hand when
Israel was born. Nasserism—combining the strongest Arab state with
mass support and enthusiasm across the Arab world—could present an
immediate danger. Western “appeasement” policy toward quasi-Fascist
forces was nothing new, and even the war against Hitler had not been
readily embarked upon, especially when perceived to be a “Jewish
War.” Having matured as a statesman during the 1930s, Ben-Gurion
perceived Western interests and values as having combined with
Japanese and German actions to push the democracies to fight. And he
further perceived that the emergence of the United States as a great
power following the war imposed on Washington responsibilities and
burdens—including in the Middle East—that could run heavily against
Israeli interests.

Israel, however, was not a “pariah state” —that is, it was not totally
unaccepted and isolated. The country had qualified support abroad,
which was enormously important, but no more. Following the Holo-
caust, Israel’s cause seemed justified if problematic, and its Socialist,
pioneering spirit seemed fresh and interesting. Thus, Ben-Gurion, in
contrast to his rival Menachem Begin, the future leader of the right-
wing Likud Party, accepted the changing international arena as a basic
framework for his own operations. He saw it as a given that he had to
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use anything he could to enhance Israel’s own interests, while avoiding
unnecessary political confrontations and maintaining a middle-of-the-
road course in regard to territorial issues and military actions. He
refused to go too far and occupy the Arab territory in the West Bank,
whereas Begin pursued an ideological commitment to Jewish control
over all of Western Palestine. (This Begin held in common with an
important leftist group, to be discussed later.)

Following Israel’s War of Independence, Ben-Gurion refused to
invest too much in a huge, conventional army. And he was satisfied
with the 1949 armistice demarcation lines imposed by the great powers
through the U.N., without formal peace. The armistice gave him time—
precious time—to absorb mass immigration and develop the country
and to evolve a plan for reforming traditional Jewish politics and intro-
duce a British-like cabinet system and ballot law. Yet these efforts
always collided with immediate and long-range security priorities. Arab
hostility did not die with the 1949 armistice agreements. The Israeli
dilemma was anchored in the discrepancy between “high political”
support for its cause, backed by Jewish power in the United States, and
strategic and political calculations in the West, and later in the Eastern
bloc, favoring the Arabs. These calculations were partially related to
oil, to East-West rivalry, and to a potential Arab role in international
affairs. Here, too, the distinction between high politics and other con-
siderations supporting the Arabs was blurred. Of course, neither the
whole international community nor the superpowers perceived Israel’s
existence as illegitimate; but the Arabs did, with some support from
major Third World nations such as India, Pakistan, and later Moslem
nations such as Indonesia. This imposed severe restrictions on Israel’s
very ability to sustain itself.

Therefore, it was imperative that Israel use the precious time avail-
able to establish itself before the Arabs got ready. According to Steve
Weissman and Herbert Krosney, Ben-Gurion said rather early on: “It is
not impossible for scientists in Israel to do for their own people what
Einstein, Oppenheimer, and Teller have done for the United States.”
The three scientists were, of course, all Jews, as McGeorge Bundy, who
used this quote in his book, wryly asserts.”

A “war of destruction” against the Jews in Palestine was a tradi-
tional goal of local Arab leaders. In their opposition to Jewish immi-
gration, they had forced the British to close the gates of Palestine to
Jewish refugees in 1939 almost completely. Later, the most influential
Palestinian leader, Amin al-Husseini, went so far as to collaborate with
Hitler and enthusiastically support his “Final Solution of the Jewish
Question.”" This “Final Solution” —a carnage of unprecedented scope,
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devised to eradicate Jews entirely and exclusively—was not at first rec-
ognized properly in the West and was carried out by simple, conven-
tional means. The Jews were Hitler’s principal civilian victims, as an
entire ethnic group picked out for systematic slaughter. Moreover, the
Jews were totally unable to defend themselves. Despite the West's
humanistic and universal war aims, the Jews received almost no bene-
fit from the Allies” war effort. It developed too slowly to save most of
them. It is possible to argue that the Allies” effort might have suffered if
one of its main objectives had been the rescue of Jews. The West was
fighting for its values and interests alike. It refused to fight a “Jewish
war” at the same time, and the sad reality is that very little was done to
save Jews.

Ben-Gurion was cautious not to blame the West for Hitler’s atroci-
ties, as Menachem Begin and Yitzhak Shamir did. Shamir was one of the
leaders of the Stern Gang, an extreme, terroristic group, in the 1940s,
which saw in the British the main enemy during World War II. But
later he joined Begin’s party. That party maintained a strong national-
istic, emotional as well as legalistic, defiant attitude toward “the
World,” anchored in the immediate pre-Holocaust European reality
and in various rightist and national-liberal ideological inputs. Yet Begin
perceived himself to be first a statesman, believing in Jewish rights and
power. He was aiming at securing Western—especially American—
support against the British, and later against what he perceived to be
primitive, barbaric, and anti-Western Arab nationalism.

Ben-Gurion was a pre-World War [ social-democrat, a product of
the nineteenth century’s world. He educated himself to change reality
within its constraints. As a social reformer, he was rather critical of Jew-
ish habits and behavior, as well as of non-Jewish treatment of Jews. In
addition to his social mission and his interest in a cultural renaissance,
he aimed at transforming the Israeli Jews into “political people,” i.e.,
bringing them out of their actual and mental Diaspora and back into
history and real life. This required, among other things, the study of
non-Jewish reality (whether one liked it or not) and the pursuit of real-
istic, sometimes risky, goals to create Israel and sustain it. He recog-
nized the logic of the “triple trap” into which the Jews had been maneu-
vered since 1933: between Hitler, who wanted, at first, to deport them;
the Allies, who could not accept millions of aliens without endangering
their domestic order and later the national consensus necessary to fight
Hitler; and the Arabs, who finally blocked their access to Palestine. Ben-
Gurion understood that Hitler had courted the Allied masses with anti-
Semitic arguments, making Western and Soviet Jews seem responsible
for the Allied war effort. This despite the fact that, as a group, Jews liv-
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ing in Allied nations had no influence over Allied high politics, and as
individuals unconditionally supported the mobilization to fight Hitler,
and thus facilitated reprisals against their compatriots under his control.
Nevertheless, Nazi arguments that the war was “Jewish” could not be
ignored by the Allies if Hitler was to be fought with the necessary broad
support at home. Later, when Hitler began the “Final Solution,” Ben-
Gurion was also able to perceive the other tragic trap into which the
Jews had fallen: Had Hitler been pressed to stop the slaughter, he might
have considered it, depending on his strategic situation, but only in
exchange for concessions that the Allies would not make — and the
Jews could not have asked them to make. Or else Hitler would have
used the issue to try and drive a wedge between Allied leaders and
their own people, or between the Allied powers."” One way or another,
the Jews, most of whom refused to emigrate in time or were refused
when they did, were alone and could not count on anyone to come to
their aid until it was too late.

This description is rather simplistic in that it does not take into
account the role played by anti-Semitism in the West. In actuality, opin-
ions were expressed in the West that Germany had proved to be less
capable than Britain or the United States in “handling the Jews.” The
Jews (so this argument went) had brought trouble on themselves by
provoking the German people to such a degree that a nationwide, anti-
Jewish hatred existed; Hitler capitalized on this hatred and used it to
assume power. A more vicious version was that Hitler was indeed a
threat to the West, but that the Jews, who contributed to his rise to
power, were partially responsible for making the West the victim of
his threat; therefore, the West had to take care of its own civilization and
interests first." However, there is no reason to assume that the principal
Allied leaders were making decisions based on personal anti-Semitic
motives, though they did have to calculate the anti-Semitic sentiments
all around them. And although these sentiments were widespread, it
did not change the fact that even the best of intentions on the part of the
Allies could not have saved the Jews from Hitler’s traps.

The situation in the Arab world was complicated. Some traditional
and Westernized Arab leaders were tied to the West. But even some of
them—Ilet alone the emerging group of nationalistic leaders—not only
did not oppose the Fascist powers but attempted to woo them with
more enthusiasm than they at first received from Nazi Germany in
return. Part of the Arabs’ sympathy for the Axis powers was due to
their anti-Semitism and to the German unification model, which was
neither democratic nor liberal, and thus seemed to suit their needs bet-
ter than the hated Western model. The West became, for many Arabs,
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the incarnation of their own decline. And the Jews, as the “masters” of
the West, had been represented to them as also being responsible for
their decline by Fascist and anti-Semitic propaganda since the 1930s.
The Palestinian and even traditional Arab leaders outside of Palestine
did their part by trying to prevent Jewish survivors from finding a
haven in Palestine during and following the Holocaust. Despite the
Holocaust, Arabs maintained anti-Jewish emotions of contempt and
fear and sustained feelings of actual victimization requiring revenge.

Ben-Gurion, therefore, concluded that none of the values and goals
that the Allies had fought for during the war seemed to be operative
among Arabs—except the right to self-determination, and that only for
themselves. Once the Arabs recovered from their defeat in the Israeli
War of Independence—"“won by us not because the Israeli Defense
Forces (IDF) were so brilliant, but because the Arab armies were so rot-
ten,” as Ben-Gurion told his proud commanders in private, having
praised the IDF endlessly in public—Ben-Gurion was sure that Israel
would face revenge.”

His solution at the time was to pursue a scheme of political-military
maneuvers aimed, in the long run, at an “Arab-Israeli alliance.” This
would be accomplished once the Arabs had accepted Israel’s indepen-
dence as a fait accompli, absorbed the Arab refugees who had left or
were forced to leave the Jewish part of the partitioned country, and
realized that cooperation with Israel would be beneficial to all parties
concerned.” Yet Ben-Gurion also considered the worst: the Israeli pop-
ulation was concentrated in a narrow strip along the Mediterranean
around Tel-Aviv and could be destroyed by means of “a single bomb.”
Therefore, he took a keen interest in the post-Hiroshima world, which
was, for him, a world that had allowed the Holocaust to happen but
was also capable of all kinds of change.

The problem in such a world was to find the right mixture of moral-
ity and power, of daring action within limits, and of gestures and offers
toward the enemy—a kind of mixture that would work in the eyes of
Western democracies. Perhaps the enemy, or rather enemies—given
time, the right leadership, the necessary domestic structure, and the
right international circumstances—could be persuaded to make peace
by at least accepting Israel’s existence. However, at the time, most of
these conditions were missing in the Arab world. Ben-Gurion there-
fore considered several limited territorial changes in Israel’s favor in
the West Bank, but was defeated by his own cabinet. As far as the
nuclear option was concerned, his initial thinking might have been
defensive. It seemed likely that the oil-rich Arabs would lay their hands
on an atomic bomb first; but Ben-Gurion expected Jews to use their
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own scientific skills sooner than Arabs would be able to buy the most
revolutionary technologies abroad. (In line with this aim he created a
“Science Corps” in the Israeli Army as early as 1948.) But even when the
Arabs failed to purchase such technologies for the time being, Ben-
Gurion still found Arab conventional potential enough to worry about.

Although very much interested in self-produced nuclear facilities
Ben-Gurion saw that attempts in this area were rather premature.
Instead, he concentrated his attention on mass immigration from North
Africa (against the inclinations of many of his colleagues), and tried
hard to make the large, empty, and relative secure Negev Desert Israel’s
main target of settlement and development. He meanwhile decided to
refrain from making the Arab-populated, Jordanian-controlled West
Bank of the Jordan River a target of Israeli expansion and future settle-
ment, although it was very close to Israel’s vital centers and carried a
great historical significance for Jews.

For the time being, Israel’s vulnerable heart was not exposed to
immediate danger, because the West Bank and the East Bank
approaches to it were in the control of the relatively friendly Hashemite
regime in Jordan. Yet the Hashemites were weak; they soon came under
pressure from their own Palestinian population and from stronger Arab
nations. The likelihood of a conventional war was multiplied by the
Arab bid for unity—which was rife with inter-Arab competition for
control. Israel’s destruction would have given all a legitimate political
goal with which to achieve unity, demonstrate leadership, mobilize
their masses, and modernize. The necessary ideology —the “social Fas-
cism” of the Ba'ath Party—was already at hand.” As mentioned ear-
lier, Nasserism later carried the day and served the same purpose, with
some deviations—namely, Egypt’s claim to leadership, Egyptian inter-
ests, and Nasser’s constraints and style. The conclusion seemed obvious
and inevitable: the manpower ratio was about thirty to one, which,
although far from military realization, could only improve in favor of
the Arabs.

In conventional terms, the “catch” situation inherent in this enor-
mous discrepancy was later formulated by Ben-Gurion thus: The Arabs
could afford to lose all rounds against Israel, while Israel could not
afford to lose any. Arab marginal losses would always be tolerable,
whereas even an uninterrupted series of Israeli victories would add up
to a virtual defeat, or rather to the disintegration of Israeli society.

Israel could find no dependable conventional resistance to this
demographic might, nor could the country offer any peaceful incen-
tive to the Arabs, save one. Israel could offer its brain power as a poten-
tial resource to the whole region: “Scientific achievement in the nuclear
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age, which has changed history beyond recognition.”* Ben-Gurion men-
tioned this in his 1948 war diaries, seemingly as an opportunity to use
nuclear energy for peaceful purposes in cooperation with Arabs.

Immediately after the 1948 war, Israel sought uranium in the Negev
Desert and found it in poor but extractable quantities. Then the first
Israeli scientists were sent abroad to study the new phenomenon.”

Ben-Gurion'’s strategic thinking seems to have been high political
rather than purely military—even if, in the Israeli case, the two were
quite close—and was, in this sense, “Churchillian.” (Ben-Gurion had a
genuine admiration for Churchill’s personality and views.) Possibly,
he hoped not just to deter the Arabs—as did the British military with
regard to the Soviets. Maybe the proud, oriental nations surrounding
the “illegitimate” Jewish entity needed a reason to reconcile themselves
completely to its presence among them. Once Israel was seen by the
Arabs as indestructible, positive incentives could be added to the
nuclear one. Israeli conventional military might would not be enough.
In the early 1950s, when Ben-Gurion was contemplating the strategic
dilemma, the IDF itself—the conventional army—had its own prob-
lems. Waves of Jewish immigrants from all over the world, in particular
from the Arab countries, made Israel’s army become more of a huge
absorption agency than a professional military machine. However, for
the time being, the Arabs were absorbed in their own affairs. As Ben-
Gurion put it in his 1948 war diaries, Israel had to secure its existence
before the Arabs recovered, modernized to a sufficient degree, and pos-
sibly even united, and the opportunity was lost.”

As far as practical help with a nuclear option was concerned, noth-
ing could be expected from the United States. And the French had not
yet even developed their own nuclear infrastructure. Still, seemingly as
early as 1948, Israel was headed in the direction of a nuclear option
through the combined “Churchillian” vision of David Ben-Gurion, the
practical direction of Ernst Bergmann (a major biochemist and a rather
controversial scientific eminence), and the assistance of Shimon Peres,
who later joined them as an executive officer and eventually developed
the French connection. This early sequence of events was perceived by
the Arabs as the beginning of Israel’s interest in the bomb.”

So, for Ben-Gurion, the Arab-Israeli conflict was a high political
issue, seen in terms of right and wrong, of interests and power. It was
unique, as Jewish history was unique, and yet it was rather a simple
case of sheer survival for one side, involved in an unequal race to win
the nuclear option first. The terminology—but not the logic—of Thomas
Schelling’s conflict theory would have been useful for Ben-Gurion,
although it was developed from a historical situation in which both
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sides had the means, but not the reasons, to destroy each other.

Of course Ben-Gurion was not exposed to Schelling’s conflict theory
when he made his initial decisions in regard to the nuclear option (it
was not yet even published), but it is useful to suggest his possible crit-
icism of it here, because he would eventually be confronted with it at
home and from abroad. Moreover, Arab nuclear thinkers would be
influenced directly by it and would use premises of the theory directly
for their own purposes.

By all accounts, Ben-Gurion’s problem with Schelling’s theory
would have been how to combine Schelling’s concept of rationality,
which was abstract and value free, with what Schelling called “subjec-
tive rationality” but never truly defined. Schelling probably meant his-
tory, values, cultures, and substances of conflicts, which might have
meant nothing to him in comparison to nuclear risks and threats in a
game of chicken. Controlling the game was Schelling’s problem. Ben-
Gurion, on the other hand, would not have had any use for abstract
social science or deterrence-theoretical games, detached from the history
and politics of the nations involved. And he could well have perceived
parts of Schelling’s methodology as dangerous. An amateur philoso-
pher and a profound admirer of Plato, Ben-Gurion would have devel-
oped a “Bloomist” (to place Allen Bloom’s arguments many years
before Bloom published them) criticism of any value-free theory, espe-
cially when implemented in terms Schelling himself warned his readers
of misusing.

Schelling’s theory postulated conflict in the nuclear age in terms
that were either those of mutual high risk or of “rational profit and loss
calculations.” Both were as yet irrelevant to the Middle East, because
Israel was at high risk and the Arabs were not. Schelling’s conflict the-
ory could have applied to the Middle East if Arabs accepted the profit
and loss logic, once Israel made the price of its destruction equal to the
destruction of the Arabs. However, Israel did not want to destroy the
Arabs, but to prevent them from destroying Israel. In this sense, the
Arab-Israeli conflict could hardly be described as a game of chicken.
Schelling tried to transform the game of chicken, a zero-sum game, into
a rational calculation of profit and loss. The terminology of conflict the-
ory was not an official lingo in this part of the world (or in fact else-
where at this point). But if it had been, Arabs would not have accepted
the profit-loss terminology (they despised such Western terminology),
but might have learned that if they played a game of chicken well, the
other side—the Jewish chicken—would lose its nerve because its logic
was “commercial.” Worse still, the theory could have taught one to
pretend to be a “madman” or to endorse the traits of a “madman state.”
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It postulated that madmen could not be deterred —that one must yield
to them because they were ready to take much higher tolls. Of course, it
isn’t necessary to have a theory to behave like that, but the theory pos-
tulated “undeterrable” enemies, even in the nuclear age, and did not
offer any intellectual way out of their challenge except nonprolifera-
tion—for other nations. True, the theory was conscious of this and tried
indeed to make deterrence credible as far as possible within the deter-
rence dilemma for the two superpowers. But it took for granted that
even in the nuclear age, in spite of the nuclear revolution, some would
never be deterred, and phrased this in typical abstract, generalized
terms. Thus the scare of “madmen” might encourage Middle East politi-
cians to act as “madmen,” even if we do not know whether they would
involve themselves in a no-way-out situation, once the bomb entered
the scene. The only remedy to this would be to obtain it ahead of them,
not to forgo it, and not to minimize its meaning or make it a “last resort”
option in public or even in private.

With regard to third parties and even to domestic public opinion,
the total depoliticization of the Arab-Israeli conflict to a game of chicken
would focus the attention of the “players” and of the involved
bystanders on some behavioral aspects of such a basic, in fact simplistic,
human situation. This would transform the conflict into a discussion of
the engines, then maybe the number of the cars involved in the game,
and teach the drivers some behavioral skills, which they might or might
not accept. One could therefore try to force the parties to forgo nuclear
weapons altogether, and thus give the Arabs the full advantage of their
potential, conventional superiority.

High politics, on the other hand, was something elementary in a dif-
ferent sense—and much more complicated, one may say richer and
indeed more important. The game would not be value-free, when the
issues were who the drivers were and why they took to the road, and
whether alternative roads must be found, and the theory expressed
American values, and in fact, American interests.

Instead of dealing with deterrence-theoretical threats, Ben-Gurion
was inclined to approach Arabs on several levels—some emanating
from their own history and culture (Schelling’s “subjective rational-
ity”), which would make it possible for them to accept Israel without
admitting defeat at the hand of the Jews in the battlefield. On the other
hand, he took it for granted, as one may argue, that as long as the Arab-
Israeli conflict remained conventional, the Arabs would be politically
obliged to destroy Israel. The main issue for him was the lead—the
possibility of Israel’s victory in a nuclear race, due to its more advanced
scientific skills and connections abroad (as we were told by Bundy).
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After gaining a lead, the issue became what should be done with that
lead in order to entrench Israel in the area, as a positive, relatively small,
less-threatening entity in various ways—especially in terms of territory
and by refusing to rule over Arabs.

We do not know what Ben-Gurion thought about an Arab bomb,
and the ensuing, possible game of chicken between Israel and one or
several nuclear Arab states. It is possible that he counted on something
like NPT to stop them—or at least to complicate their efforts and make
their threats illegal —after he had already secured the option for Israel.
The Arab existence was not at stake, but the Arabs would have to use
offensive, anti-status-quo arguments. And the status-quo was in fact
the very, indisputable historical foundation of Schelling’s conflict the-
ory, based on the praxis that gave birth to the theory without admitting
it.

Yet following Ben-Gurion’s way of thinking about similar, Ameri-
can behavioristic deductive thinking, the ahistorical premises of the
theory and its logic were not necessarily true. He must have had his
doubts about whether games of chicken could start in the Middle East,
just as American teen-agers started them in their adolescent environ-
ment. This was not, after all, the way international relations worked.
“Madmen” may reach for power and obtain it, but this is different from,
and more complicated than, getting into two cars on a deserted road.
There were other issues—economic considerations, the aid of others,
the stages of the conflict in which one starts to behave as a god—and
looking at these and other factors in relation to Hitler or Stalin could
show similarities and differences to the Arab-Israeli conflict. “Children”
never took power in any modern state, and in medieval or ancient ones
they were the nominal rulers only. But the jargon of the theory could
have been used by Arabs to argue that their enemies were “madmen”;
that Israel was a criminal and suicidal phenomenon. And this, com-
bined with the “children and madmen” argument, would give future
Israeli nuclear threats the image of “madmen’s threats” —which may
have a very high degree of credibility but also invites preemption rather
than stabilization.” On the other hand, Arabs may perceive Jews in tra-
ditional terms—as a commercial, not very brave, historically extinct
civilization that would shrink back to its “normal” status as a tolerated
minority if the Arabs used their enormous power properly. Modern
anti-Semitic terms could be added to these, calling the Jewish presence
in the Middle East expansionary, “cancerous” by definition, seeking to
dominate the whole Arab world. Thus this threat must be answered
by Arab force. Yet this Arab power was still exclusively conventional —
manpower, oil, and territory—while Arab motives were historical-cul-
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tural. Some of these motives were relatively new, such as the Euro-
pean-imported, fierce nationalism. And some were very old, such as
the pride and exclusivity, the inward focus of Islam, which seeks victory
on earth and does not, by all means, perceive life as a corridor to the
real, spiritual life after death. Thus, Arabs were brave and proud, due to
their numbers and self-perception as a world power in the past, and
they were divided and in some cases corrupt. The same historical-cul-
tural reasons may further explain their current frustration and sense
of victimization. These historical-cultural and psychological factors,
even the political ones, could be neutralized by virtue of the same fac-
tors, if the nuclear incentive were added to them, if Israel reduced its
challenge to Arabs to the minimum, dictated by its own interests and
priorities. But Israel could not rely on these factors alone. Competition
among Arabs, the nondemocratic nature of their regimes, and the tem-
per and drives of their particular leaders were problematic. Still, once
the Arabs understood the meaning of the nuclear revolution, they might
leave Israel alone.

The terminology that Ben-Gurion might have used is important.
The term “rational,” in the Western sense, does not necessarily apply in
a sensitive area such as the Middle East, and could obscure the histori-
cal scene. Western measures of “rationality” might prove “irrationality”
on the Arab side, even though they behaved—in historical terms, say—
within the bounds of their culture, politics, and interests, which are
indeed a “subjective,” but the decisive, “rationale” of their behavior.

Coming back to Ben-Gurion, however, Arabs’ acceptance of the
alien Jews in their midst as an independent polity seemed possible to
him for the same reason that made Israel’s acceptance in their eyes
impossible—first, as a matter of principle, and also in light of Israeli
territorial expansion since 1948 and the plight of the Palestinian
refugees. In Ben-Gurion’s view, Arabs could perceive themselves as a
proud, courageous nation and perceive Jews as weak and wicked. In the
Arab view, the Zionist adventure, moreover, is a crime against the Jews’
own history. It forced them to live in exile as a sort of religious com-
munity, but not in Palestine as a nation. Therefore, following a mas-
sacre, the Jews might be forced back to their “natural” state of exis-
tence in the Diaspora. But if Arabs were given an unconventional reason
not to demonstrate their self-perceptions in the traditional, conven-
tional, cultural-historical fashion—that of a holy war, or any other kind
of conventional warfare—they might accept Israel. This might be pos-
sible if Israel did not add insult to injury, for example, by taking control
over the whole of Western Palestine or of sovereign Arab territory else-
where.
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However, deterrence theory recommends fighting fire with fire—or
invoking credible threats against threats that seem rather credible a pri-
ori, or against threats that might escalate to action due to less effective
responses. So, rather than Arabs learning from an Israeli nuclear option
to leave Israel in peace, deterrence theory could teach them to get their
own bomb. Deterrence theory itself emerged from a historically given
situation, in which the bomb was already present on both sides, and its
initial goal was to preserve a status-quo. This was not the case in the
Middle East. But this imported theory—emanating from a different sit-
uation, politically and culturally—could be used for various purposes,
including low political ones, such as enhancing the personal interests of
an Arab dictator, who would skillfully play the nuclear “madman.”
Moreover, thus armed, the Arabs could either try to erode the credibil-
ity of the Israeli threats, or even of Western adversaries such as the
United States, or start a game of chicken with regional and maybe
extraregional adversaries under conditions more favorable to them than
the roughly equal game played between the Americans and the Soviets.
Why? Because they were braver, or held bravery above other values, or
would not admit—as a matter of tradition—any defeat as final. Theo-
retically, leaders among them would create a no-win situation from the
beginning; whereas the other side—the fat Western democracies, the
Jews, etc.—would give in because (invoking their own profit and loss
terminology) they would believe that they had more to lose.

The very intense discussion among Westerners of their own nuclear
threats as doubtful and their self-imposed taboos in this regard (such as
Schelling’s “non-use” formula) could be useful to a more determined
party. The Vietnam experience and earlier Chinese and Soviet chal-
lenges to the West could be interpreted thus (even if Schelling’s theory
was invented to meet challenges mainly from the Soviet Union). Fur-
thermore, in the case of Israel—with a limited number of atomic bombs
combined with the calculations of profits and loss that would be intro-
duced in such a game—Arab numbers and space would undermine
the “Churchillian” excuse for the Arab culture to defer from eradicating
the alien entity in its midst.

Thus deterrence theory, which totally ignored politics and history
while creating relatively simple mutual threat situations, would seri-
ously impair the “Churchillian” strategy. Arabs may use the theory for
their own purposes, which would be entirely different from those of
Schelling.

There is little doubt that Ben-Gurion had cultivated a profound
rejection of American behaviorism and deductive methods; whereas
some Israeli scholars and politicians perceived in them a form of mod-
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ern, unalterable, scientific wisdom that could serve their various low
political goals.”

The French military strategist General Pierre Gallois believed that
nuclear weapons could act as the “big equalizer” for smaller nations
against much bigger and stronger opponents, according to what he
called “the balance of terror.”* But Gallois” writings were not neces-
sarily known to Ben-Gurion when he made his major decisions about
Israel’s nuclear options. And they clearly had no effect on Ben-Gurion’s
early interest in the bomb, since they were published years later. In any
event, the Israeli prime minister did not think that “the balancing of
terror” should be the issue for Israel, nor was it exactly the case else-
where. Nuclear weapons did not “equalize” entities whose relations
were different. France, even when occupied, remained a grand civi-
lization; it had friends, a solid national base, and a long history as well
as a future that might well survive communism itself. France had faced
serious problems, but Israel faced extinction. Without a nuclear option,
the last chance of the Jewish people to regain a homeland and
sovereignty, with all the obligations and hopes attached to it, would
be over; its population could face mass killings, something the French
did not suffer even under the Nazis.

Israel’s situation was more difficult, and yet clearer and more ele-
mentary, than the case of France. The Arabs transformed it to a sheer
life-and-death question, thereby creating a unique high political drama.
No one threatened France in such terms, nor had regional conflicts any-
where in the Western world assumed such a definite character. Unless,
of course, one accepted the Arab argument that Israel was a colonial
phenomenon, an argument that even the Soviet Union did not endorse.
On one hand, Israel’s problem was that of imposing its will—to a “rea-
sonable” degree—on the Arabs, especially when they started to receive
a lot of conventional Soviet military aid. And on the other hand, this
very expectation was elementary and lacking hegemonic, regional-polit-
ical interests and even economic expectations. These same factors—
along with France’s complex relationships with Great Britain and the
United States—played various roles in France’s own decision to “go
nuclear” vis-a-vis West Germany, for example, and to develop nuclear
reactors for peaceful use on a very large scale. Thus, all the compli-
cated deterrence-strategic considerations emerging from the politics of
the Western Alliance at the time—the issues of discrimination, great
powers’ “collusion,” the reliability of superpowers’ nuclear guarantees,
and even the issue of theater nuclear weapons—were different from
Israel’s own basic dilemma, except perhaps for the French notion of
having nuclear weapons as “triggers” to ensure American nuclear
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involvement. These considerations would not have had the same mean-
ing for David Ben-Gurion as for the leaders of the European powers
and for nuclear strategists in the West.

Ben-Gurion’s main idea—as I interpret it—was to give the Arabs a
way to climb down from their ladder of hostility and be able to justify
peace or at least coexistence in their own eyes. He did not pursue Gal-
lois” “balance of terror,” nor did he try to equalize Israel’s power with
Arab power, due to the enormous differences between Arab and Jew in
historical-political and economic terms. He accepted that Israel should
remain a small Jewish entity in a partitioned Palestine. But even for
that purpose, Israel needed something to make the Arabs accept it.
Without the fabrication of a nuclear-scaled excuse, Ben-Gurion might
well have seen no other reason for the Arabs to accept Israel. On the
contrary, Arab politicians willing to accept a conventional Israel would
be committing a major political mistake, and in this sense would indeed
be behaving “irrationally.” But the “supernatural” and “objective”
power of the nuclear option would be an asset in rationalizing recon-
ciliation. By yielding to the bomb’s elemental forces of nature rather
than to Jewish swords, Arabs’ “surrender” would be to forces beyond
their control. Again, abstract nuclear strategy may blur this picture,
and rationalize a deliberate “irrational” behavior by Arabs, even if its
very purpose was to achieve the opposite result.

Of course Israel could not ignore the problems inherent in the very
technical nature of nuclear research and development, such as missile
development, or the problem of credibility, especially when the bomb
would eventually appear on the Arab side.” For Ben-Gurion, however,
“credibility” emanated from the high political nature of the Zionist ven-
ture, as can be seen in his public speeches in the 1950s. In those
speeches, he praised the pioneering, selfless sacrifice of individuals and
devoted communities in transforming an old civilization into a new
nation, in reversing current trends such as urbanization by settling in
barren land and “making the desert bloom.” All these efforts, which
he praised and tried to accomplish as best he could, would prove the
serious, positive nature of Israel to Arabs in the long run, when com-
bined with the nuclear option. Credibility was, of course, also a military
matter. It required strategic territory, to a degree; conventional deter-
rence, achieved by means of “controlled conventional retaliation” (lim-
ited, and usually short, night raids); and due to endless difficulties in
conventional weapon procurement abroad, it required efforts at self-
produced arms. Meanwhile, the nuclear option loomed heavily above
every other thing Ben-Gurion did. But the actual issue of credibility in a
nuclear chicken game seemed not to have bothered him too much. The
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Arabs were able, like anyone else, to understand that nuclear weapons
revolutionized the military history of the world, even if they might not
admit it at first—and perhaps even more so, given that they were the
only powers in the world resolved to destroy an adversary.

Ben-Gurion also provided for the limitation that Israel neither rule
over too many Arabs in territories inhabited solely by them, such as
the West Bank, nor occupy sovereign Arab land. This last principle was
not honored for a short time in 1956, due to the specific problem of
Egyptian control over the Gaza Strip. The strip was part of British Pales-
tine, and many Palestinian Arabs found a miserable refuge in that ter-
ritory, occupied in 1948 by Egypt. They were not allowed to settle in
Egypt proper, but were kept in refugee camps. The Palestinians in Gaza
were permitted by the Egyptians to launch guerrilla attacks against
Israel. Yet even then, the main goal of the 1956 war, in cooperation with
France and Great Britain, was to gain access to French-made nuclear
reactors, according to an Israeli source,” following a short period of
Israeli occupation of the Sinai.

Summing up, one may argue that Ben-Gurion assumed that even
Israeli nuclear options would not be enough to cause the Arabs to give
up their self-imposed rules, due among other things to the rivalry
among them. Nor would nuclear options prevent the enormous com-
plications inherent in such situations as under-the-threshold wars and
the mobilization of third parties (such as the Soviets) to end this
anomaly. But it seems that he hoped that despite this, nuclear options in
Israel’s hands would be the tool that Arabs needed to reconcile them-
selves to the Israeli phenomenon—if limited to a partitioned Palestine—
without losing face. It would not be the Jews who made them “surren-
der,” but nature itself. And thus neither “terror” nor a “balance” would
have been a part of Ben-Gurion's vocabulary. One may speculate that he
did not forget the Soviets, but that according to the Israeli analyst Avig-
dor Haselkorn, he could see no solution to the problem of their grow-
ing—conventional —support of Arabs, other than nuclear threats aimed
at Moscow itself. And yet, Ben-Gurion would have rejected as totally
deductive and ahistorical Kenneth Waltz’s arguments that nuclear
weapons socialize elites and in general contribute to stability and peace;
because Ben-Gurion’s aim was to win the race—not to achieve a “bal-
ance of socializing terror.” And he attributed the utmost importance
to the time factor, i.e., to what Israel could do when it won the race,
and to what the superpowers and the Arabs would do then. He refused
to generalize, or to forget other political aspects accompanying nuclear
politics. The nuclear option itself was not enough to resolve the conflict,
but several related issues, such as the partition of Palestine and the
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refusal to rule over Arabs, were necessary to achieve peace in this par-
ticular case. When combined with feelings like humiliation and revenge,
pride and a sense of victimization, the nuclear option could allow Arabs
to excuse themselves. This option was a precondition, and the decisive
one, if it was first gained by Israel and denied from Arabs. Of course
one could argue that it would just drive them to the other extreme and
cause at least some Arab leaders to become obsessed with the bomb. But
in Ben-Gurion’s view, as I interpret it, Arabs would pursue the bomb on
their own. It would be hard to prevent a culture that perceives itself as
the just and prevailing religion, or as an old world power seeking
revival, from pursuing the most important tool in the nuclear age. At
any rate, Israel could not prevent the Arabs from so doing by adopting
nuclear self-denial. Thus Israel had no other choice but to pursue the
nuclear option first, and then seek a political settlement.

The outcome would not be simple, and not necessarily the same
across the Arab world, but it would serve as a base for further political
processes, combined with economic developments, whose final out-
come would be more promising than anything else.

As for whether this option of nuclear “excuse” should be delivered
openly—that is, whether Arab culture would allow open threats to be
officially accepted or whether they should be implied—and how exactly
threats should be combined with other positive and negative efforts
were issues that Ben-Gurion did not resolve in his time, as we shall see.

Ben-Gurion began (as we are told by Bundy and our French
sources) to take action based on this understanding of the bomb’s
potential role. And his approach could have been seen by some quarters
in Israel—and in Washington and London—not only as sheer nonsense
but as a threat to Israel’s own security and to the regional and global
interests of the United States.



CHAPTER FOUR

American Intervention

The Israeli-French nuclear connection of the late 1950s could be
interpreted in terms of nuclear “sharing.”’ This followed the Ameri-
can-British sharing earlier in the 1950s, which may have made sharing
with Israel seem justified to the French. They may have seen Washing-
ton’s “collusion” with Moscow in regard to the abortive Suez War as
further justification. Also, a French-West German-Italian nuclear pro-
gram was discussed in 1957 (following the very same war).? And it is
possible that this connection was fully known to the Americans.’ In any
event, it focused Israel’s attention on Bonn as a rather important partner
in France’s own nuclear plans. The German link could complicate Ben-
Gurion's domestic politics. Also there could be a possible Soviet cam-
paign against such a development; and it could affect American delib-
erations in regard to West Germany—that is, how to give Adenauer
some, but no real, nuclear “sharing,” without pushing the Soviets too
much. This very complex process was in the making when General de
Gaulle took over.

By all appearances, the Israeli-French connection was working well
following de Gaulle’s ascendancy in 1958, despite his insistence on a
French “national bomb” (which by definition should be exclusive and
for French interests only). According to available French sources, de
Gaulle’s own plutonium separation plant did not produce weapons-
grade plutonium before 1959, and the “national bomb” was not ready
before 1960." Israel reportedly helped design it with the use of Ameri-
can-made computer equipment that Washington had refused to supply
to the French.’ This alone may have justified de Gaulle’s reciprocity,
but it was not enough to win his fundamental support. At about this
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time, the French concluded that the secret French-Israeli cooperation
agreement had become known, and de Gaulle’s foreign minister pre-
sented Israel with an ultimatum: Jerusalem must make its nuclear plans
public and agree to inspection by the IAEA (which came into being in
1957, the year that the original French-Israeli nuclear agreement had
been signed) to safeguard the Dimona reactor against weapons pro-
duction. If the Israelis disagreed with this ultimatum, the French would
break the cooperation agreement. And, according to our French sources,
without the cooperation agreement Israel would forfeit the missing
reactor parts, the whole plutonium separation plant, and the deliveries
of uranium for their half-finished reactor.*

This behind-the-scenes crisis with the French took place a couple of
years after internal dissension had shaken the Israeli Atomic Energy
Commission (IAEC) to its foundations. Though attached at that time to
the Ministry of Defense, the IAEC had been created in the early 1950s,
before the French connection with its intrinsic military potential was
made. Several members of the IAEC were major scientists who were
sworn enemies of the nuclear option, if misused. Other members were
interested in basic research rather than in costly applied science. And
still others wanted the Israeli nuclear effort to develop under their own
control, or at least in their full knowledge and thus in cooperation with
their opinions. In March 1958, the commission resigned, leaving behind
Ernst Bergmann in his role as chairman.’

Professor Julio Rackach, doyen of Israeli theoretical physics and
the mentor of many Israeli nuclear physicists, was among the prominent
natural scientists who resigned. We know the official nature of Rack-
ach’s objections: He refused to serve as a rubber stamp. For other Israeli
scientists, of mainly German origin, nothing could justify the introduc-
tion of a nuclear option to the Middle East, a step that could portend a
holocaust for everyone. Several of them, such as professors Markus
Reiner and Shmuel Sambursky, were politically active among radical
minority groups before Israel was born and either rejected the very
concept of a Jewish state in Palestine or resented what they perceived as
Ben-Gurion’s “Jewish nationalism.” Such people, after the Holocaust,
could be mobilized to help create the Jewish state in a partitioned Pales-
tine, but they still harbored doubts about the price of statehood and
were, therefore, prone to set limits to that state. At the same time, Rack-
ach and other intellectuals may have discerned threatening dictatorial
traits in Ben-Gurion'’s behavior. They feared that, encouraged by Ernst
Bergmann (a sort of “Dr. Strangelove” in their eyes) and his appa-
ratchik, Shimon Peres, and in collaboration with the nationalist French,
Ben-Gurion would be a danger to Israeli democracy—or might even
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use the bomb rather than save it for deterrence only. Bergmann was
the problem for some scientists; whereas Peres created doubts among
domestic and foreign leaders, such as British Labour leaders Richard
Crossman and Dennis Healey, to whom he openly talked about Israel’s
nuclear ambitions. The year of the French-Israeli nuclear agreement—
1957 —happened to be crucial for Great Britain. It had embarked at the
time upon a conservative doctrine of “massive retaliation” of its own.
This doctrine was ridiculed by moderate Labour left-wing leaders such
as Crossman, who advocated the renunciation of nuclear weapons by
the British and their neighbors within the framework of a nonprolifer-
ation agreement. Crossman preferred “a state of bipolar nuclear deter-
rence as more stable than a multipolar system.® He had ties with the
left wing of the Israeli labor movement, which perceived in Peres a sort
of amoral whiz kid, playing with dangerous toys without deep under-
standing of their strategic nature. Crossman’s colleague Dennis Healey
emphatically referred to Peres as “Fascist” at the time.’

The issue was further complicated by its West German implica-
tions. John Newhouse refers to a secret agreement early in 1958 between
Jacques Chaban-Delmas, a Fourth Republic minister of defense, and
his West German counterpart Franz Josef Strauss regarding Bonn help-
ing France develop nuclear warheads and the means for their deliv-
ery.”® At this time, Shimon Peres developed his own military ties with
Strauss, and had already developed intimate ties with the French,
including the French nuclear-weapons-related establishment. Hans-
Peter Schwarz tells us that Konrad Adenauer himself was interested in
tactical nuclear weapons for the Bundeswehr from the beginning—1957
being the “crucial year” for the rearmament of the Federal Republic.
Adenauer described the absence of German nuclear might as “discrim-
inatory.”" And his first minister for atomic energy, later his minister of
defense, Strauss, never disguised his own plans for German nuclear
might. The various German, French, and American deliberations in this
regard are more complicated than the scope of this discussion. But
British left-wing politicians such as Crossman wanted to give up their
own independent nuclear power in order to prevent the French and
the Germans from transforming Europe into a multipolar, and hence
less manageable, theater. It seems clear that to these British politicians
(and to the German Social-Democrats as well) the idea of German
nuclear weapons, or French-German cooperation in this field, was seen
as an unmitigated disaster—especially if right-wing politicians such as
Strauss controlled them. The Peres-Strauss connection thus smelled
bad, even if Adenauer did not go beyond the idea of tactical nuclear
weapons, which he perceived as modern artillery for his army. It
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smelled bad in spite of the fact that Adenauer was very conscious of his
dependence on the Americans and NATO at large, and of major diffi-
culties at home, which imposed far-reaching constraints on German
nuclear ambitions.

The German-French-Italian nuclear cooperation experiment of 1957-
58 could, however, be perceived by the British and by leftists in Ger-
many as a way out for Bonn, and if Peres was involved in this with
Strauss and Chaban-Delmas, Israeli left-wing politicians would have
been informed about it. For many Israelis such a connection was anath-
ema (even though de Gaulle had eliminated it immediately after his
ascendence). Moreover, a multipolar, nuclear Middle East would have
been seen by Israelis as more dangerous even than a multipolar
Europe—although they seemed to disregard the fact that Egypt
appeared to be willing and capable of trying to unite the Arabs and
pursue the bomb.

Peres was the most visible Israeli contact with Strauss, although
Ben-Gurion had expressed interest in West German aid for “establishing
heavy industries in Israel and in the field of guided missiles” in 1957.” It
should be mentioned here that Israel appeared to be interested in bal-
listic missiles earlier. Israeli chief of staff General Moshe Dayan had
returned from a visit to the United States in August 1954, and had dis-
cussed weapon-procurement abroad with Ben-Gurion. Ben-Gurion
summed up their conversation in his diary by stating that the Arabs
could buy everything. “We must procure as well, especially guided
missiles [V-2s—spelled out in the original] and rockets.”” But Peres
cultivated special relationships with both the French and West German
defense ministries, and thus became the easier target of domestic criti-
cism in this regard. For too many Israelis, Strauss represented the
revival of the old German army with the addition of nuclear aspira-
tions. This was bound to push Moscow to a severe, possibly anti-Israeli,
reaction. The fear of Soviet Russia, combined with ongoing sympathy
for its achievements, was common among the Israeli Left and among
some intellectuals.” At the least, this apprehension of Moscow’s reaction
was a good political argument to use against Ben-Gurion and his aides.

About a year after the resignation of the IAEC in 1958, General
Yigal Allon—the leading Israeli military thinker and political figure of
the nationalist Left and leader of a small but influential political party—
published his book A Curtain of Sand. In it, Allon called for a purely
Israeli conventional strategy of preemption and territorial expansion—
mainly in the West Bank, which he claimed for historical-cultural and
political reasons coupled with strategic ones.” (The rejection of Pales-
tine’s partition had been the old plank of his group since the 1930s.)
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Allon envisaged a coup aimed in several directions. But his main targets
were personal and political enemies, such as Ben-Gurion. As prime
minister and minister of defense, Ben-Gurion had brought about Allon’s
resignation from the IDF, and had brought about the downfall of a
whole group around Allon, because of their ideology and their political
ties to the then-pro-Moscow elitist Left. Allon’s group was opposed to
the 1949 armistice boundaries, and to the armistice regime itself. As we
know, Ben-Gurion was ready to accept an armistice as an interim stage
toward peace; whereas Allon wanted peace, right away, contractual
peace, and perceived occupied Arab territory as the major trump card
toward imposing it. Ideologically, Allon’s group was committed to
Israeli rule in the country as a whole and rejected partition even after
the 1948-1949 War of Independence, during which the group tried to
challenge Ben-Gurion’s direction of the war and his control over the
IDF. Early in 1948, this group joined another leftist group, and both
adopted a pro-Soviet orientation—inherent beforehand in both of
them—which later isolated them politically.

In 1954 the groups separated again, and then both joined Ben-
Gurion'’s parliamentary coalition, which involved them in collective
responsibility for his cabinet’s decisions. Traditionally, both groups,
now organized as separate political parties, had difficulties in accepting
majority decisions, whether in the Histadrut (the General Federation
of Labor) or in other institutions in which they were represented on
the basis of the common proportional ballot. But did Ben-Gurion bring
the nuclear arrangements with France to the cabinet’s attention early
on? According to one leftist minister at the time, he did not: Ben-Gurion
“had started the reactor construction . . . without the knowledge of the
Knesset’s Foreign Affairs and Security Committee and without
approval of its Finance Committee.” "

If Ben-Gurion did withhold knowledge from these committees, he
had his reasons. The leftist ministers in the cabinet were expected to
vehemently oppose the project. And, due to the peculiar power of
minorities in Israel’s multiparty coalitions, they were able to torpedo
issues. Also, they were well known for forming personal or group
vendettas when their sense of self-righteousness was inflamed. Even-
tually, the issue, however, did become known to most ministers. A
staunch minority remained totally opposed to the venture.” The major-
ity of representatives of the Left played a double game by adopting a
sympathetic view toward antinuclear groups—including, in due course,
the Americans and the Soviets—while accepting Dimona itself either as
a “last resort” option or, as formulated later in public by Allon, as a
safety measure in case Arabs acquired the bomb."
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Allon himself was not a member of the cabinet at the time. But as
the most visible antinuclear strategist, he could blur his pro-Soviet past
and return to mainline Israeli politics aimed at American support and
friendship. At the same time, he was trying to cultivate a special rela-
tionship with the Russians, gain sympathy among liberals and the sci-
entific community, and denounce Shimon Peres and his political ally,
General Moshe Dayan. Allon saw Peres and Dayan as irresponsible
French-influenced “technocrats” or, worse, as Gaullists and German-ori-
ented at the same time. He seemed to be genuinely afraid of a sharp
Soviet reaction to the Israeli-German military cooperation.

Allon tried to find sympathy among leading members of Ben-
Gurion’s own party, the middle-of-the-road Social-Democratic Mapai,
especially Foreign Minister Golda Meir. Meir was known to resent
Dayan and Peres, the latter personally, as contenders for Ben-Gurion’s
succession; and she feared Washington’s wrath over the nuclear issue.
She was doubtful about the Bonn connection, because the West Ger-
mans refused to take visible action to stop the activities of German
experts in Egypt who were hired by President Nasser to build missiles
carrying so-called unconventional warheads."” Other Mapai leaders
were opposed to the cost of the enterprise, in addition to having doubts
about its real value and fearing trouble with Washington. And they
heard criticism from their British Labour colleagues.

The British government was informed by its Tel Aviv embassy in
April 1959 about internal Israeli deliberations in regard to the nuclear
option. This was when Peres cemented his secret arms deals with
Bonn.” A secret report from the British Embassy in Tel Aviv, dated
April 10, 1959, states:

We noted, but did not report at the time, a speech made by Shimon
Peres . .. at a symposium in the Weizmann Institute on February 1in
which he criticized the theoretical nature of the research being done at
the Institute and referred briefly to a “secret weapon” which Israel
was trying to obtain.. . .

The veil of security which was immediately pulled over this
speech—one of Peres’ typically indiscreet efforts—prevented us from
finding out to which weapon Peres referred . . .

At dinner with the Ambassador a few days ago Meyer Weisgal,
the Director of the Weizmann Institute where Israel’s atomic research
is carried out, shed a little more light on the subject. He told the
Ambassador that there had for some time been a heated argument
within the Ministry of Defense as to whether Israel should or should
not try to acquire the atomic bomb. Brigadier [Dan] Tolkowsky, who
was moved on last year from heading the Air Force to be a “planner”
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in the Ministry, had apparently been set to carry out a review of
Israel’s atomic policy. He had concluded that it would be foolish for
Israel to try and get an atomic bomb, both because of the expense and
because even if Israel were successful, the Soviet Union would
undoubtedly arm the Arab countries in similar fashion. Tolkowski's
view was supported by the majority of senior professional soldiers in
Israel who thought it wise that the Middle East should be kept bomb-
free. Peres on the other hand was extremely keen to have the bomb
and had been saying he was sure that he could get it from the French.
Ben-Gurion'’s view was that Israel should first concentrate on a nuclear
reactor for atomic power but might thereafter achieve her own bomb
as a by-product from it.”

Such opinions, about an issue which had seemingly been resolved
since 1957 by the agreement with France to build the Dimona reactor,
circulated in Israel and fueled the hidden debate when, in May 1960, de
Gaulle had his own bomb ready and the French were suddenly with-
drawing from the deal.

The crisis with de Gaulle took place, partly, following leaks from
Israel, particularly by Bergmann and Peres” and by some ex-members
of the IAEC who were involved because of their moral or political con-
cerns. These individuals joined others in establishing a public body “for
a nuclear-free Middle East” to continue their fight against the Israeli
nuclear option. Allon was reported to have covertly cooperated with
this group, several members of which were also involved in a parallel
domestic crisis situation known as the “Lavon Affair.””

In short order, most of Ben-Gurion’s cabinet were reported to have
opposed the nuclear project for one reason or another. Ben-Gurion, in
return, finally financed Dimona outside of the parliamentary-approved
budget, through private fundraising.” Yet despite this activity, the pro-
ject remained virtually unknown to most Israelis; the only information
consisted of various rumors and the activities of the antinuclear com-
mittee.

Ben-Gurion was determined to have his own way with the project,
but by 1960 he was confronted with a quadruple domestic-foreign crisis,
and it seemed that he would not be able to go through with it. First, he
was embroiled in the Lavon Affair.

Pinchas Lavon was a Socialist thinker and Mapai politician who
became Israel’s second minister of defense during Moshe Sharett’s pre-
miership in the early 1950s. He was an opponent of the nuclear pro-
gram.” His political campaign in the early 1960s was targeted against
Shimon Peres and Moshe Dayan—and later also against Ben-Gurion.
The inner-party scandal was related to the style and substance of Ben-
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Gurion's leadership, to the problem of his succession, and —because of
timing and Mr. Peres’ person and methods—to the nuclear issue. The
whole affair became a public scandal of the first order.

Publicly, the Lavon Affair revolved around the question of who,
during Lavon’s tenure as minister of defense in 1954, had authorized a
subversive Israeli operation in Egypt that ended in disaster. Lavon
claimed innocence at the time. He demanded the removal of the direc-
tor of Army Intelligence, Colonel Benjamin Givli, and also of Peres,
who was director general of the Defense Ministry, based in part on
what Lavon perceived as Peres’ disloyalty. Lavon’s demands brought
about his own downfall, as his own loyalty to Prime Minister Sharett
and to the cabinet as a whole proved rather questionable. His behavior
in the Egypt operation seemed dubious; in similar cases he was proved
beyond doubt to have acted radically and without authorization.”

Peres had been appointed by Ben-Gurion, who returned to the
Defense Ministry when Lavon was forced to leave and then resumed
the premiership as well. When Lavon reopened the case of the Egyptian
operation in 1960, he demanded to be exonerated from any responsi-
bility. He implicated Givli, Peres, and (less so) Dayan as those who
were directly and indirectly responsible—and Ben-Gurion, himself, as
their mentor. Soon enough Lavon blamed the defense establishment as
a whole for what he regarded as closed, immoral, dictatorial behavior.
At the same time, Lavon broadened the issue into a general quest for
neosocialist reform, a return to the voluntary roots of Labor Zionism,
and a general attack on Ben-Gurion's “statism,” e.g., against his empha-
sis on the state’s role, its civil service, and the role of the IDF in the
nation-building process.”

The second element of Ben-Gurion’s four-part crisis was that he
seemed to be involved in an unmitigated disaster with the tricky
French, who were apparently deserting Israel in regard to Dimona.”

And third, Ben-Gurion had a full-blown falling out with President
Eisenhower, and shortly afterward with John Kennedy, regarding
Dimona. And he soon had to deal with a fourth challenge—Egypt's
“answer” to the Dimona reactor, described as Egyptian missiles armed
with “unconventional” warheads made by German experts.”

Ben-Gurion did finally extricate himself from this net of crises. We
will not go into the details of how he extricated himself; however, it
began with a state visit to France in 1960 and an open discussion of the
nuclear issue with de Gaulle. It appears that the general was indeed
moved by Ben-Gurion’s arguments, and was satisfied with assurances
that Israel would not use its nuclear option to assert supremacy in the
fragile Middle East or to expand beyond its existing boundaries.
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According to Matti Golan, the French had initially insisted upon a series
of agreements, partially tying Israel’s hands regarding Dimona, before
the original agreement was signed in October 1957.* Accordingly, the
French Foreign Ministry demanded that the atomic energy commis-
sions of both nations sign a technical agreement to the effect that France
was committed to give Israel the blueprints, the technical assistance,
and the materials necessary to build the reactor, and that Israel was
committed to consult with France on every matter related to it. Political
assurances were necessary before this “technical” agreement was signed
by both parties on October 3, 1957.” In the meantime, the crisis with
de Gaulle on Dimona took place, which prompted Ben-Gurion’s 1960
visit.

About this visit, Matti Golan tells us that Ben-Gurion promised the
French president that “there would be no bomb produced” in Dimona.”
Golan adds, however, that the agreement finally reached by Peres with
de Gaulle’s government stated that “Israel would continue to build the
reactor by herself and France would refrain from demanding interna-
tional inspection.”* Israel, however, had neither industrial capabilities
in this respect nor the technical know-how to proceed with the con-
struction “by herself.” Pierre Pean and Jean Francis Perrin tell us that, in
fact, the French continued to construct the reactor itself, but they “froze”
the plutonium reprocessing plant—or the most “sensitive” part of it—
for about two years. Later, the French claimed that that part of the pro-
ject was delivered from France behind de Gaulle’s back.* According to
the same source, however, the plant had been delivered with the knowl-
edge of one of the general’s close aides, and that under de Gaulle’s rule
France was actually building ballistic missiles for Israel.”

Pean and two American writers, Herbert Krosney and Steve Weiss-
man™ (the latter two quoting Israeli sources), suggest that the 1957
agreements were broadened in 1960, and that the French were given
their alibi by the Israelis regarding the reactor itself. They claim that
the separation plant was frozen because de Gaulle refused to give Israel
an independent reprocessing capability. But Israel found a way to do
some reprocessing in France. Though it is not clear whether this was
done with de Gaulle’s knowledge and cooperation. In any event,
according to Pean, the Israeli-French connection finally provided
Dimona with the plutonium separation plant and allowed it to start
production of weapons-grade plutonium in 1965. According to
Mordechai Vanunu, as quoted by Frank Barnaby, actual production
began in 1966.”

The meeting between de Gaulle and Ben-Gurion included discus-
sion of the political and not just the military aspects of the Arab-Israeli
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conflict. The general slyly asked about Israel’s expansionist ambitions
and was reassured that Israel would not repeat France’s own tragedy
(ruling over many hostile Arabs in Algeria). Ben-Gurion did not need
any warnings to that effect; he feared Israel’s “ Algerization” —the occu-
pation of the Arab-populated West Bank—as early as 1948. And for
this reason he was firmly opposed to the return of Arab refugees to
Israeli territory. As we may infer from our French source, however, the
real reasons the French decided to drop their demand for international
safeguards and agree to publicly separate themselves from Dimona
(while in fact continuing construction of the reactor itself) are numer-
ous.*

First, de Gaulle might have used the nuclear connection with Israel
to neutralize the close ties between the defense establishments of France
and Israel, so that they could not endanger his withdrawal from Algeria
in 1962. He kept the Israelis tied to him by refraining from dropping the
previous cooperation altogether and by continuing the missile pro-
gram.” At the same time, he managed to isolate the “French-Algerian”
element in his own army and finally dropped Algeria itself.

Second, he might also have believed that Israel and West Germany
were able to cooperate in several sensitive spheres; as we have dis-
cussed, Ben-Gurion wanted Bonn’s help in regard to “guided mis-
siles.”*

A third reason the French changed their initial uncompromising
demands put forward in May and then agreed with Peres upon the
much more moderate deal of November 1960 can be deduced from Wil-
frid Kohl’s French Nuclear Diplomacy, and the more recent works of
McGeorge Bundy and John Newhouse. Also, as early as 1968, American
writer William Bader offered his ideas on the subject (though not fully
developed)." De Gaulle’s early efforts to secure nuclear cooperation
with America were finally rebuffed, as he understood it, even though he
had demonstrated to the world his own capability by testing France’s
first atomic bomb early in 1960.*

In May 1960, when de Gaulle prepared for the ill-fated Paris sum-
mit conference between East and West, which collapsed as a result of
the U-2 incident, he was loyal to Eisenhower as the leader of the Free
World. But afterward he demanded from the president no less than
“an equal voice in joint [presumably tripartite] decisions on the use of
nuclear weapons.” The Americans were ready to give him less than
that. And “in the autumn of 1960 the negative American response was
clear.”® The United States was unwilling to risk offending its other
European allies by accepting de Gaulle’s demands for a formal tri-
umvirate over NATO and was “unprepared to share America’s world
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power to the extent sought by de Gaulle.”* But the United States did
share nuclear secrets with the British, much to France’s displeasure,
and might have been drawn to do more with the West Germans—some-
thing that de Gaulle wouldn’t tolerate. Thus we can speculate that some
nuclear sharing with Israel seemed inadvisable to de Gaulle as long as
he hoped for a tripartite nuclear agreement with the Americans. How-
ever, once these hopes vanished, he might have played the Israeli card
to demonstrate to the Americans that they had no monopoly on sharing.
The next move would have to be Washington’s. But now the end of
1960 was in sight and with it the end of Eisenhower’s second term.

Considering the thorny problem of the negative publicity in the
United States and Great Britain that would result from news of the
Israeli nuclear option—particularly after information about it was
leaked, possibly from Israeli and French sources—the French and the
Israelis seem to have officially agreed to end their cooperation and
declare that the Dimona reactor was completed by Israel alone “for
peaceful use.”* Thus, the French renounced responsibility; but they
were still sufficiently involved. According to Pean, soon after making
the project publicly known in the Knesset in December 1960, and
describing it as a reactor for peaceful development of the Negev
Desert,* Ben-Gurion was able to proceed with the reactor construction
as before. The French halted the supply of the separation plant; they
could calculate that now the Americans would intervene and Wash-
ington would assume international responsibility for France’s basic
“crime.” In other words, since Israeli-French cooperation was officially,
but not fully, over, Israel remained publicly responsible vis-a-vis Wash-
ington for its own nuclear affairs. Therefore, Washington, not France,
would be blamed for any further developments regarding Israel’s
nuclear option, even if enough sharing continued to give France what-
ever advantage it sought from the Israeli connection. Sure enough, the
Americans bit, and Ben-Gurion had to deal with them—once he over-
came his initial troubles at home with Lavon and Dimona and abroad
with de Gaulle.

In the meantime, Ben-Gurion had a full-blown crisis with the Amer-
icans over Dimona, as we are told by Mordechai Gazit.” President
Eisenhower was on his way out in December 1960, and Washington,
while awaiting the new administration, apparently saw no danger in
the Israeli reactor. But Kennedy, once in office, wasted no time in get-
ting involved.* Eisenhower’s administration wanted to inspect the reac-
tor and verify its peaceful nature. It also sternly warned Israel not to
develop it for military purposes. Kennedy’s problem was to find a com-
mon ground with the Soviet Union when possible, oppose it at the same
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time, and devise a viable method for dealing with nuclear prolifera-
tion. He ended up trying to combine the Israeli nuclear effort with
Egypt's “answer” to it in order to kill them both by means of-trilateral
negotiations.” In this connection, Kennedy gave Foreign Minister Meir
the first American executive promise to guarantee Israel’s boundaries,
and agreed to supply the country with conventional, at first defensive,
weapons to strengthen its non-nuclear option.” This aid, in the form of
Hawk SAMs, was badly needed to protect Dimona itself; therefore, the
promise of aid was made conditional on Israeli concessions regarding
the nuclear issue. According to McGeorge Bundy, Kennedy’s national
security adviser, in 1962:

Kennedy’s assistant Myer Feldman negotiated a simultaneous agree-
ment that the United States would sell Hawk . . . missiles, and that in
return Israel would permit regular visits by Americans to Dimona,
where they could judge for themselves whether or not the installa-
tion was part of a weapons program. These bilateral visits continued
until 1968, but they were not as seriously and rigorously conducted as
they would have had to be to get the real story. My recollection is that
close concern with this issue ended with the death of Kennedy.

Later, we will discuss Johnson's presidency, during which Bundy’s
own interest in Dimona would lead to interesting developments, which
he did not mention above. In the meantime, Kennedy’s team, including
Bundy, was rather active. The promise of more aid strengthened the
anti-Ben-Gurion-Peres-Dayan forces in Israel, who emphasized con-
ventional warfare. And several of them, such as Allon who aspired to
border changes in the West Bank, were encouraged. Thus the Israeli
nuclear option, while not yet born, had already started to draw the
United States more and more into the Middle East and made it inter-
vene in Israel’s murky domestic affairs. The same interest in Israel’s
nuclear program later compelled the Americans to supply Israel with
modern weaponry, which, indeed, supported its 1967 preemptive con-
ventional strike and the West Bank occupation. The effort to prevent
nuclear war, which was grounded among other things in deterrence
theory, actually encouraged conventional wars, which found support in
nuclear deterrence theory taken out of its nuclear context. And by not
accepting on time the American proposal to “trade off” its unconven-
tional missiles with the Israeli nuclear effort in the framework of some-
thing like trilateral arms control, Nasser’s Egypt actually encouraged
this American aid to Israel.”

Under heavy pressure from Kennedy to allow American inspec-
tion of Dimona, Ben-Gurion deferred as long as he could—for about a



American Intervention 73

year. This was long enough to complete some construction and dis-
guise the control panels, according to our French source.” In the mean-
time, he awaited the construction of the plutonium separation plant.
This vital component reportedly arrived sometime in 1962 and was
built underneath the reactor itself, hidden from foreign inspectors.*

While this was being accomplished, Foreign Minister Meir was
shifting alliances. She was very sensitive to Israel’s new and promising
American ties, and was personally both a foe of Shimon Peres and tired
of Ben-Gurion’s long rule and methods. Following the crisis with the
Americans and public controversy over Israel’s relations with Bonn,
she was drawn toward Allon’s path. Though, if we accept the testi-
mony of one of her closest allies at the time, she never rejected Dimona
in principal.* Allon’s political party was much smaller than Mapai, but
it was an influential factor in the Histadrut, the General Federation of
Labor. With its sister party Mapam (which produced some visible antin-
uclear activists), Allon’s group could deprive Mapai of control over the
Histadrut, demand wage raises among workers, and thereby destabilize
the economy. This was the main concern of Mapai’s “bosses” Levi
Eshkol and Pinchas Sapir. Also, Mapai's “doves” in the Israeli cabinet,
such as Sapir, felt able to associate with these conventional “hawks”
because of their traditional enmity toward Dayan and Peres, Ben-
Gurion’s “technocrats.” They were worried about a scandal with the
United States over Dimona, yet hardly dared to challenge Ben-Gurion
himself. The most influential among the “doves” was Pinchas Sapir, at
that time minister of commerce and industry. Sapir was one of Mapai's
most powerful party bosses, a friend and ally of Pinchas Lavon, and
personal enemy of Peres and Dayan—and a relative of Herman Kahn,
the American nuclear theorist.

Kahn visited Israel several times in the 1960s, but we have no evi-
dence that he influenced Sapir. We do know that Sapir’s allies, Allon and
Galili, argued that Kahn's deterrence-technical thinking was limited to the
conflict between the superpowers only and did not apply to Israel’s case.
Israel Galili was a close political associate of Allon’s and a former pro-
Soviet leftist. In 1948 he had been fired from his post as deputy minister of
defense by Ben-Gurion. However, it is clear that both Schelling’s and
Kahn'’s treatment of escalation, and the signalling necessary to control
it, helped guide Allon’s and Galili's conventional strategic thinking. These
same methods were later employed by Allon’s disciple, Chief of Staff
Yitzhak Rabin, on the eve of the Six-Day War.* According to secondary
Israeli sources, a coalition of several groups within Mapai was emerging
behind Ben-Gurion’s back. This coalition leaned toward Allon’s nation-
alist Left, and was reported to be ready to give up the nuclear option.”
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Sometime in 1962, as we are told by Yair Evron, a “small group of
decision makers” met to openly discuss Israel’s nuclear option.* Allon
stressed Israel’s conventional advantage, which he believed would pre-
vail “and would not disappear at all,” unless nuclear weapons were
introduced to the region, causing the possible decline of the IDF (due to
the allocation of resources and because of the army’s self-perception).
Both Allon and his political ally Galili used American deterrence the-
ory—thanks to the work of Galili’s aide Arnan Azariahu, “who had
personally inquired into the nuclear issue” —to argue that the Arabs
would obtain their own bomb once Israel did, and that Nasser would
then strike first. Due to its small size, Israel did not have a second strike
capability, and therefore no “balance of terror” was possible in the Mid-
dle East. They repeated Allon’s public arguments that in order for the
bomb to act as a deterrent one’s enemies must be “rational,” and the
Arabs fit Schelling’s definition of “madmen and children” in the nuclear
age. They further argued in favor of an enhanced conventional effort,
whereas Dayan and Peres argued in favor of an “enhanced nuclear
development.” In his published version of these events, Yair Evron
alleged that Ben-Gurion “tended to accept Allon’s and Galili’s
approach.” This decision had two consequences: First, it was decided
that Israel should not adopt a nuclear strategy; second, that in the strug-
gle over financial resources, more would be allocated to the procure-
ment of conventional weapon systems. The outcome of that meeting
was, in fact, without the participants consciously aiming at it, the adop-
tion of Israel’s ambiguous option.” Evron’s version could be accept-
able, if we use our definition of “ambiguity,” rather than his.

Ambiguity was inherent in this interim phase, when the nuclear
research and development process and the whole system were in the
making, and Ben-Gurion did not need to make choices. Evron’s inter-
pretation of the meeting is totally incompatible with our findings in
the official American archives, and hence it represents his own interest
in “continued ambiguity,” or in “academic opacity.”

The same meeting is described somewhat differently by then= min-
ister of transportation Yitzhak Ben-Aharon of Allon’s party.® According
to Ben-Aharon, Moshe Dayan was the one who asked for the reduc-
tion of conventional capabilities in favor of nuclear options, and raised
the issue of an open Israeli nuclear policy in the future. His view was
rejected, but Galili did not demand anything further and did not nec-
essarily adopt Allon’s totally negative view of the matter. He did not
dare to forgo that option, says Ben-Aharon. But the actual result, accord-
ing to Evron, was a compromise—an undeclared option—“rather the
adoption of a nuclear doctrine as the foundation of Israel’s national
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security,” combined with an enhanced conventional effort.” In Evron’s
view this was the de facto source of the “ambiguous” nuclear stance
Israel still follows today.

Still, Evron happens to be very skeptical about the possible advan-
tage of nuclear options in Israel’s case, based on deterrence-theoretical
arguments. It was for the Left a political-moral burden—if not an
impractical tool, and very possibly a dangerous one—once Kennedy
and the Soviets put pressure to bear on Israeli representatives abroad,
and on Ben-Gurion directly. Ben-Aharon was told by the Russian rep-
resentatives at U.N. conferences, including the Geneva Arms Control
Talks, that “once Israel will have the bomb, the Arabs will have it, too.”
He interpreted this to mean direct or indirect Soviet nuclear aid to the
Arabs, a proposition that was totally dismissed by the CIA’s Board of
National Estimates. We shall return to the board’s Middle East related
arguments, but the reasons for this estimate could have been twofold:
the perception of Moscow’s fear that any move on its side might cause
American nuclear sharing with West Germany, and a principled refusal
to embark upon Soviet nuclear sharing with Moscow’s own allies.
According to Michael Beschloss’s book on the Kennedy-Khrushchev
relations, in October 1963 Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko
repeated to Secretary of State Dean Rusk the Soviet suggestion to create
“nuclear-free-zones around the world. Rusk said the United States
would not object, as long as the idea won the consent of the countries
involved. In Latin America, for example, Cuba would be the main prob-
lem. In Africa, the stickler would be Egypt. As for the Middle East,
Rusk went on to suggest that “perhaps something could be worked out’
to deal with Israel.”*

I believe that Ben-Gurion expected American politicians and
experts to do one or even both of the following: to think in their
national-behavioral fashion, emphasizing their responsibilities and
interests first; or to adopt a simplistic view of Israel’s problems, of Arab
motives and intentions in a conventional conflict, and of Soviet behav-
ior in such a conflict. He was not one to be impressed by the foreign the-
oreticians quoted by Allon and Galili in their debate. In this connec-
tion, a confidential memo by Walt W. Rostow, then counselor and
chairman of the Department of State’s Policy Planning Staff, dated
November 19, 1964, is illuminating:

A Way of Thinking About Nuclear Proliferation:

... the Israelis, with their extraordinarily heightened sense of vulner-
ability, are worried about an Arab attack conducted so swiftly as to
make U.S. or Western support too late to be effective. This narrow but
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intense anxiety brings the Israelis close to the point of ignoring the
negative arguments of a general pacific kind; and the possible play-
back effects of what it does on the decisions of Cairo. It does not con-
template a confrontation with one of the superpowers; and, therefore,
the relationship with the U.S. and possible damage to that relationship
are the only major restraints on proceeding to achieve a national
nuclear capability.©

This assessment was simplistic, at least as far as Ben-Gurion was
concerned: Israel did not expect “U.S. and Western help” to arrive on
time. And the reasons for this belief were rooted in history: the memory
of the Holocaust, U.S. behavior during Israel’'s War of Independence,
and U.S. behavior later, during the 1950s, when London and Washing-
ton seriously contemplated a “general settlement” between Israel and
several Arab states—the Alpha and Omega initiatives.”

These initiatives did not include formal peace, but were based
entirely on Israeli territorial concessions, on the principle of the right
of Palestinian refugees to return or accept compensation for loss of
land, and on Western guarantees promised to Israel once the border
lines were finally settled. The main territorial concessions were sup-
posed to be made in the Negev Desert—the only open space left to
Israel in the 1949 demarcation lines. Israel needed this open space to
pursue settlement, keep the southern gate at Eilat open to the Indian
Ocean, and to work on the nuclear project. Moreover, Nasser’s grow-
ing prestige, and Soviet support supplied to him since the mid-1950s,
generated Western initiatives toward compensating him at Israel’s
expense. Any or all of the issues contained in the Arab-Israeli con-
flict—the Palestinian refugee problem, border questions, the issue of
freedom of navigation, and retaliatory policy (open and subject to
serious disputes between Washington and Jerusalem)—could spark a
general war.

Also, Israel was exposed to Soviet nuclear threats, as were its allies.
Based on historical experience and Ben-Gurion’s vision of the future
as a constantly changing reality, he would not trust anything but Israel’s
own deterrence power should another “confrontation with a super-
power,” provoked by the Arab clients of that superpower, loom on the
horizon.

The Arab response to the nuclear development of Israel was very
much in the mind of the Allon school, perhaps because of Rostow’s
recommendation:

.. . With respect to Israel, the familiar question is whether there is a
combination of stick and carrot, of pressure and reassurance, we can
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mount without wrecking either our relation to Israel or our tenuous
links to the Arabs. A heightening of Israeli anxiety about an Arab nuclear
capability is an asset we can and should use [italics added].

It is possible, however, that Ben-Gurion agreed to an enhanced con-
ventional effort not because he suddenly recognized the problems
involved in the nuclear one but as an interim strategy until the nuclear
option was ready. (And, as we are told by Pean, the plutonium separa-
tion plant was delayed at the time.) Furthermore, once the nuclear
option was ready, he might have opted for a more subtle, rather than an
open, nuclear policy vis-a-vis the proud and sensitive Arabs. And he, of
course, realized that the issue was entangled with superpower deliber-
ations at that juncture.

An article published in the Jewish Observer and Middle East Review on
December 28, 1962, a periodical regularly used by Mr. Peres to express
his own views abroad (often mixed with others’, notably Ben-Gurion's)
supports the assumption that Peres himself wanted at the time to make
the nuclear option known, rather than make it undeclared, “ambigu-
ous,” or even “opaque.” Entitled “An Independent Deterrent for Israel,”
the article argued that the recent tough exchange between President
Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev meant that “since last October [the
Cuban missile crisis] we have not only been talking about living in the
nuclear age but also experiencing it . . . and against this background, it
may seem rather unrealistic, if not plain silly, even to discuss the pro-
duction and maintenance—Ilet alone the operation—of an Israeli inde-
pendent deterrent.” The lead article continued to argue that Britain
could not maintain such a deterrent due to its costs, and France did it
“due to a tremendous effort of will by her President.” But to put the
question in this way to Israelis “who support the development of an
independent deterrent—and they include the Prime Minister, Mr. Ben-
Gurion [italics added]—is to invite the answer that Israel, unlike Britain
and France and unlike every other country, cannot pose her problems in
this manner. For Israel the question is whether she needs an indepen-
dent deterrent in order to ensure her national survival . . . The Israeli
decision to proceed was based on two conclusions . . . The first was . ..
political. It was based on similar reasoning to that of the French General
Gallois, who . . . had demonstrated effectively that by the very nature of
nuclear warfare, the Americans will not be able to engage their own
massive deterrent unless they are themselves directly threatened . . .
The second—and far stronger—specifically Israeli justification [is:]
Israel . . . is not arguing a purely hypothetical case. It is not yet twenty
years since millions of Jews died because they could not fend for them-
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selves . . . many hundreds of thousands who might have been saved
died because of the higher interests of winning the war, or ‘not antago-
nizing Britain’s Arab friends’—because, understandably, the Russians,
the British and the Americans had to put their own national interest
and national existence before that of the threatened Jews.”

This description of the Holocaust and the trap situation into which
the Jews were pushed at the time is simplistic and has been discussed
briefly above. But the argument that the Jews must be able to defend
themselves, and that Ben-Gurion and his aides did not blame the West
for the Holocaust (a tendency that was widespread among Menachem
Begin’s and Yitzhak Shamir’s followers), is echoed here when the writer
concluded: “The Israelis are not complaining about this . . . here is the
dangerous precedent, and one that was—unintentionally —given its
sharpest formulation by President Kennedy . . . if a nuclear conflict will
produce . . . a hundred million dead during the first exchanges of mis-
siles, the President would . . . justifiably pause before engaging in a
conflict in the Middle East which might seem marginal to the larger
stakes and which might escalate into a total war . . . Israel . . . is not
threatened by Soviet missiles, but by Arab threats of total destruction. In
these circumstances, a much smaller and much more sophisticated
deterrent with strictly limited consequences for the potential attacker is
something the Israelis now consider to be essential for their security
and survival . . .”

We can not judge what here was a presentation for American con-
sumption—a “much smaller and sophisticated deterrent” could mean
tactical nuclear weapons only, no threat to Arab cities, no threat to the
patron power of Arabs, the Soviet Union itself, and so forth—and what
was the real strategy conceived at that time. We shall try to answer
such questions in due course. The point is that Peres’ mouthpiece (the
newspaper article) was at the time far from being ambiguous or opaque
in regard to nuclear matters.

In the midst of these deliberations, on June 16, 1963, Ben-Gurion
resigned as prime minister and minister of defense. The resignation
was caused by several domestic reasons; mainly, Ben-Gurion’s growing
isolation among his party colleagues with regard to his policy of coop-
eration with West Germany, and as a result of the coalition that Eshkol
and Meir pursued with the parties of the Left in order to maintain con-
trol over the Histadrut. His resignation was also related to the unre-
solved succession issue, and to his quest to reform the Israeli multi-
party government system. (He wanted to introduce public “rules of the
game,” something close to British cabinet rule based on majority-con-
stituency balloting.)
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The resignation happened to be submitted following an internal
decision by President Kennedy formulated in a “National Security
Action Memorandum” (NSAM 231), in which Kennedy “instructed the
Department (of State) to develop proposals for forestalling the devel-
opment of advanced weapons in the Near East.”* There had also been
recent intensive diplomatic activity regarding the Arab-Israeli dispute
as a whole and especially the nuclear issue. The Americans examined
the best possible means to convince Ben-Gurion and Nasser to give up
their unconventional efforts. These activities, which were partially men-
tioned by General Dayan in public in April 1963, culminated in a cru-
cial Middle East visit by John J. McCloy, Kennedy’s arms control aide.”
McCloy first went to Egypt to begin negotiations with President Nasser
on the link between Dimona and the Egyptian missiles, hoping to
develop it into some kind of mutual arms control negotiations. Accord-
ing to Gazit: “Central to the McCloy mission was the idea that the United
States would attempt to convince the Israelis to agree to international super-
vision of the Dimona reactor in return for Egyptian flexibility regarding their
missile program [italics added].”* But before McCloy could get to Israel,
he was rebuffed by Nasser, Gazit tells us, seemingly because the Egyp-
tian President would not enter into any American-sponsored talks with
Israel. At the time, he was leaning toward Moscow and had reason to
fear other Arab competitors—such as Ba’athist Syria and revolution-
ary Iraq, with whom he had concluded a pact of confederation shortly
before. According to a more recent interpretation, McCloy was not fully
rebuffed, but Nasser gave him vague, or at least insufficient, answers.”
The Egyptian president seems to have hoped to bring enough American
pressure to bear on Israel regarding its nuclear program without sacri-
ficing his own missile program (having concluded a large arms deal
with the Soviets in 1963). In Nasser’s mind, the Israeli nuclear effort, not
his own missiles, should have been Washington’s main concern. After
all, Egypt had no nuclear capabilities at all.

And then, shortly afterward, President Kennedy was assassinated.
The Israeli nuclear option seemed to have survived, despite the Israeli
elite, and against American “better judgment” and interests.

Kennedy’s main concerns had been: Israeli high-handedness
toward the Arabs and its position as a regional power once it had the
nuclear option; Arab counterefforts; and particularly, the growing
involvement of the Soviet Union as a protector of the Arabs against a
nuclear Israel. The chairman of the CIA’s Office of National Estimates,
Sherman Kent—a highly qualified OSS veteran who offered his views to
the president—did not believe that Arab nuclear counterefforts would
materialize. He based his belief on the assumption that the Arabs were
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not advanced technologically and that Israel would undoubtedly take
countermeasures. Likewise, he did not consider the possibility of Soviet
nuclear protection of the Arabs as something to be taken seriously.”
However, Kent did expect Israel to assume a much more aggressive
policy toward the Arabs once in possession of public nuclear tools. He
even imagined Israel trying to have a voice in the Soviet-American arms
control talks. Kennedy may well have been greatly worried by the
vision of Soviet-American rivalry being complicated by semi-indepen-
dent nuclear clients, who were primarily preoccupied with their own
parochial affairs. In this sense, he might have agreed with Nasser that
Israel’s nuclear option was a matter of American concern wider than the
Middle East dispute itself. Nevertheless, the Israelis argued in West-
ern capitals that Egypt had been first to add the missile factor to the
unconventional race, which made it somewhat difficult for America to
act on that concern to the benefit of the Egyptians. The Kennedy
Administration could not ignore these arguments.”

In fact, Egypt’s German-made missiles were not taken seriously,
at least at first. They had no guidance system and carried no real uncon-
ventional warheads.” Egypt had hoped to buy some radioactive waste,
such as cobalt and strontium 90, for that purpose,” but nothing ever
came of it. Yet the very threat sent shock waves through the whole
Israeli security establishment and caused problems for Mr. Peres, whose
German connection seemed to have been used by Bonn to cover up its
missile (and maybe even unconventional warhead) aid to Egypt. At
least this is how Mossad director Isser Harel —the man who had just
caught Adolf Eichmann—preferred to see it,”* especially when this view
could be used in the succession struggle against Peres.

Kennedy’s main concern was to somehow use Israel’s and Egypt’s
unconventional efforts to stop them both, while achieving his primary
aim—to block Russian influence in a dangerous, vital region. He
wanted to prevent the Soviets from capitalizing on the Israeli bomb,
when and if it became a reality, by becoming the guarantee power of the
Arabs. His goals were to prevent this from happening so that the United
States could reach an agreement with Moscow to curb proliferation and
to stabilize East-West relations in the nuclear and, possibly, other areas
(thanks, among other things, to Kennedy’s own Nitze-Wohlstetter-
inspired, massive nuclear rearmament).

The German scientists scare—along with Ben-Gurion’s bids for
superpower guarantees for peace and for limiting arms exports to the
Middle East and his alternative bid for an American-Israeli NATO-like
defense treaty—were perceived in Washington as “a part of a campaign
to justify Israeli development of nuclear weapons, or to threaten this as
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an alternative if we didn’t come through with a security pact.””

This American pressure was keenly felt by Ben-Gurion, according
to his biographer Bar-Zohar. He felt compelled to complete his nuclear
option in spite of his domestic problems.” He realized, though, that he
had become a problem to the Americans and Israelis alike, and so he
resigned. With his resignation Ben-Gurion left the completed (according
to Pean’s and Barnaby’s dates), partially hidden nuclear complex to
Levi Eshkol and Mrs. Meir to negotiate with McCloy, while Shimon
Peres maintained his job as deputy defense minister. Before he left
office, Ben-Gurion had agreed to American inspection visits at
Dimona,” but this agreement pertained to a just-finished, though dis-
guised, production unit—and thus to a nonexistent (as yet) nuclear
capability.

Here, the Krosney-Weissman version of the reprocessing in France,
if true, becomes irrelevant, as Israel had (according to Pean, and as pho-
tographed in place later by Vanunu) its own means to reprocess, if
given time and enough freedom of action. Ben-Gurion’s own position
and style may have been seen to have endangered the project. The
Americans perceived in him a sort of “mini de Gaulle”; and they also
had to deal with de Gaulle himself, who gave them enough trouble
and who was much less dependent on them. It may have seemed that
Ben-Gurion should have given up on the nuclear option—which he
wouldn’t do—or try tricks and bluffs—which, from a domestic political
viewpoint, he might not have been able and willing to try. (At home, he
was facing Lavon, Isser Harel, and Golda Meir.)”

Once in power, Levi Eshkol, Meir, and even Allon, by now an
important ally in their cabinet, would have to use real options as best
they could. Ben-Gurion must have had his doubts about this coalition,
but it seems that he hoped the clever Eshkol might deal better with
Kennedy. Eshkol was an accomplished wheeler-dealer, a quality that
Ben-Gurion saw in Kennedy too. Eshkol might be able to argue better
with the president and his determined antiproliferation “whiz kids,”
including Kennedy’s National Security Council chief McGeorge Bundy,
who was the driving force behind the unusual interest in Dimona
shown by Robert Komer, an NSC Middle East executive.” But their
interest and work was deflected—by Nasser and Lee Harvey Oswald,
who made the issue of Dimona less immediate for them.

The recently opened American (and British) documents relating to
Nasser’s foreign policy clearly reflect his efforts to create a great Arab
power. He tried to exploit East and West rivalry for that purpose, and
yet, was highly responsive to challenge—real and less real—from the
West and by Israel. Ben-Gurion, on the other hand, expected the super-
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powers to woo the Arabs at Israel’s expense, especially in regard to the
Negev, which he needed to establish Israel as an indestructible entity.
The 1956 Suez War helped him in this direction and later pushed the
debate to new horizons—due to the Dimona reactor, which he was able
to secure because of the Suez campaign. Nasser himself might have
been trying to reach these same horizons. And thus he was reluctant to
agree on any final settlement with Israel beforehand. Egypt’s “destiny”
as a great power might have entailed unconventional ambition from
the start, but it helped legitimize Israel’s nuclear efforts, at least in the
“opaque” fashion. But this was yet to come, when Ben-Gurion (tem-
porarily) left the scene.

Upon assuming office as prime minister, Eshkol made a statement
to the Knesset that was seen as a significant public signal. He was
immediately quoted by the American Embassy in Tel Aviv, as follows:
“‘It would be ridiculous if debate should leave impression we now
have new parties: a conventional arms party and an unconventional
arms party . . . Key criterion is nature of weaponry likely to be used
against Israel, and for the sake of somewhat remote danger . . . [Arab
unconventional weapons] . . . some tens of years ahead . . . we cannot
disregard the danger that exists here and now—the conventional
arms.””* This was Eshkol’s public stance, but not necessarily his per-
sonal policy or reflective of his actual behavior.



CHAPTER FIVE

The 1967 War

Just before Lyndon Johnson inherited the problem of Israel’s
nuclear option, President Kennedy gave Prime Minister Eshkol written
assurances of Israel’s boundaries in order “to influence Israel’s behavior
in regard to the reactor in Dimona.”" Executive agreements like this are
usually secret and, therefore, not as binding as open agreements, let
alone defense treaties requiring Congressional approval. In this case,
however, the president also made a public announcement on the sub-
ject, although it seemed vague and not binding.? With this written
agreement, Israel managed to emerge from its isolation and gain super-
power support; yet the Israeli public knew nothing about the agree-
ment or the reasons for it.

Israel was hardly ready to trust American promises of aid or sup-
port, although striving to gain them. From the country’s birth it had
been subject to a continuing series of American rebuffs and unaccept-
able demands. We have already discussed how President Truman
withdrew American support from the U.N. partition plan for Palestine
and placed an embargo on American weapons to the Middle East in
1948. For a while he also endorsed the idea of an international trustee-
ship for the country as a whole. Washington never recognized West
Jerusalem de jure as the capital of Israel. Further, it refused to inter-
vene with Jordan to allow Israelis to visit the holy places in East
Jerusalem. The United States saw the division of Jerusalem as an
inevitable situation, until the general border problem was resolved. We
must remember that Israel had no borders in the legal sense, only
armistice demarcation lines (drawn after the War of Independence).
And even after boundaries were drawn, the issue was complicated by
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Arab sensitivities prohibiting formal peace. Washington placed ongoing
demands on Israel to cede territory, especially in the sensitive Negev, to
the Arabs. And every now and again the Americans demanded that
Israel admit Palestinian refugees into the pre-1967 territory. Such
demands were not put forward to Soviet Russia and Poland even dur-
ing the worst years of the cold war, although both had pushed millions
of Germans into Western-occupied Germany in 1945, and Bonn, an
American ally, had absorbed them later on. The Arab countries refused
to absorb Palestinian refugees. And the West seemed to accept their
refusal to do so, as though the rules and realities that came into being as
a result of World War II were not applicable to Israel.

The Palestinian problem combined two issues in a difficult way.
The first issue—which was the main point during Nasser’s heyday—
was that of pan-Arabism, according to which all Arabs belonged to the
same uma, or “nation.” Aind second, several Arab entities claimed their
own national rights as well. No one emphasized Palestinian statehood
at the time, or resolved the tension between nationalism, say Egyptian
nationalism, and pan-Arabism. In practical terms, Egypt’s union with
Syria in the late 1950s proved to be unacceptable to the Syrians, but all
Arabs claimed to support the “rights of the Palestinians” as exiled peo-
ple. Thus, one could have concluded that the “rights of the Palestinians”
at the time might mean annexation of Palestinian territory by a hostile
pan-Arab regime supported by the Palestinians themselves, a devel-
opment Ben-Gurion feared.

There were attempts at foreign intervention in these complex issues.
For example, the Kennedy Administration suggested making Israel
give Palestinians the option to assert their “right of return” to their
homes in Israel. Of course this gesture was of a symbolic nature. But
giving Palestinians the right to settle in Arab exile and be compensated
for their property left behind in Israel would have exposed them as
making an unacceptable concession in terms of Arab perceptions of
their historical rights. Or it would have exposed Nasser as a partner to
such an unacceptable deal. Fearing Egyptian predominance, his numer-
ous rivals in the Arab world—especially the conservative, ir fact pro-
Western, regimes and the revolutionary Iraq—would have accused him
of treachery. Moreover, his home base and standing in an excited Arab
world—to a large extent excited by him—was based on a noncompro-
mising attitude on such questions. This was supported by Arab legal
claims and the Arab legal turn of mind, which emphasized Israel’s “ille-
gality,” and also by several U.N. resolutions, which Arabs made use
of when such resolutions enhanced their cause.

When Nasser secured Soviet military aid, Israel seemed once again



The 1967 War 85

to be the loser in an unequal race involving the strategic political inter-
ests of a united West. London and Washington demanded concessions
from Israel, and these concessions did not wholly disappear following
the rupture of the Western alliance in the Suez War. Western calcula-
tions related to the oil supply and the growing race with the Soviets in
the area also led to Kennedy’s own initiatives toward a solution of the
Palestinian refugee problem, partially, at least, within Israeli territory.
Washington, however, did not interfere with Nasser’s policy of blockad-
ing the Suez Canal to Israeli shipping—and severely censured Israel’s
retaliatory policy. The Americans traditionally refrained from supplying
weapons to Israel,’ although, under Eisenhower, Nasser’s flirtation with
the Russians and his activities against Western interests in black Africa
and in the Arab world allowed a more flexible approach toward Israel
in Washington. These traditional constraints on U.S.-Israeli relations
changed with direct arms supplies and secret military guarantees under
Kennedy, due to a large extent to the nuclear factor—of which most
Israelis were unaware.

When Lyndon Johnson entered the scene, he continued the basic
policy of his predecessor and retained the group of officials—especially
McGeorge Bundy, his “front man” Komer, and others—who worked
hard to stop Israel’s nuclear program; although Johnson himself—and
later President Nixon—was much less sensitive to the issue of Israel’s
actual nuclear efforts than was the Bundy group.*

During the Johnson Administration, more American conventional
aid was promised to Israel, and was added to ongoing French supplies.
Soviet aid to Egypt, Syria, and Iraq continued to flow, supplying them
all with large amounts of firepower and confidence. Meanwhile, these
three countries were endlessly quarrelling among themselves and with
the pro-Western Arab states about who was most opposed to Israel,
while professing their support for each other and the Palestinian
cause—a competition whose outcome was always feared by Israel.

Under Chief of Staff Yitzhak Rabin, appointed in 1963, Israel built a
conventional striking force capable of preemption, as called for by
Allon’s doctrine of preemptive conventional war. Rabin was a profes-
sional soldier who stayed in the IDF when his mentor Allon left fol-
lowing the 1949 armistice. He represented the interests of a conven-
tional army vis-a-vis Eshkol. But Rabin maintained his ties to Allon’s
group, the political influence of which grew in direct proportion to the
decline of Ben-Gurion’s power. Shimon Peres, meanwhile, seemed to
have been willing to align himself with the new governing coalition, as
did Moshe Dayan who remained a member of Eshkol’s cabinet until
his resignation two years later. It was only then that Dayan warned
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Eshkol publicly against American inspections at Dimona,’ although he
had already (as quoted in the previous chapter) expressed himself pub-
licly in favor of Israeli missiles carrying nuclear warheads. At this stage,
and in their dealings with the Americans through Minister Gazit, Eshkol
and Golda Meir seemed to have followed up on some of Ben-Gurion’s
main worries. They even endorsed Dayan’s and Peres’ quest for a “lim-
ited military action” in the West Bank, and “demanded the demilita-
rization of the West Bank” if King Hussein fell out of power®—an action
Ben-Gurion had rejected beforehand, refusing to get involved in that
area.’

Years later, it was reported that Eshkol’s cabinet decided in 1963 not
to build missiles at home, but to rely solely on the French for them.
This decision was made public in an article in Ha’aretz on February 6,
1976. The article was written by Yuval Ne’eman, a physicist and a mil-
itary-political figure of some importance to any inquiry into Israel’s
military history. Ne’eman argued that the 1963 decision to build mis-
siles abroad was a precedent that should have taught Israel not to rely
on foreign nations—as evidenced by de Gaulle’s refusal to supply the
missiles later, following the 1967 war.* According to Ne’eman: “It is
enough to remember the security misdeed which happened in 1963,
when the then Prime-Minister and Minister of Defense [Eshkol] had
forgone the development of the ‘Jericho’ missile in Israel, and the order
went to France (which has learned the subject thereby on our account) [italics
added].” One could deduce from this that de Gaulle, in spite of his
reluctance to cooperate with Israel on the nuclear issue itself, had some-
thing to gain in developing missiles for it. Ne’eman referred to the
French-built missiles with the general name “Jericho”; Pean and for-
eign analysts and diplomats referred to them as MD 620 (for Marcel
Dassault), or the Jericho 1, and MD 660, or the Jericho 2. The Jericho 1 is
described as a short-range ballistic missile (with a range of 300 to 450
kilometers); the Jericho 2 (probably meant to be the MD 660) could
reach 850 to 1,000 kilometers, and thus the southern region of the Soviet
Union.

In a 1977 conversation with General H. Toufanian (the Iranian
viceminister of war), General Ezer Weizmann (then Israeli defense min-
ister and former IAF commander) talked about one missile system that
“we started working on . . . in 1962,”" following a public demonstration
of Egyptian missiles made by German experts, which in his words cre-
ated a “panic” in the Israeli defense establishment." In the same meet-
ing, Professor Pinchas Sussmann, Weizmann's director-general in the
Defense Ministry, said that “the missile [which was demonstrated to the
Iranian visitor the next day] was originally a French missile.” Thus we
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can assume—if this demonstration was successful—that an Israeli
demonstration of missiles was carried out from Israeli soil in 1977.

Foreign sources believe that the Jericho 2 was visibly test flown
over the Mediterranean in 1987, and that a boosted version thereof, the
Jericho 2b, or a Jericho 3 missile, was used by Israel to launch its first
satellite in September 1988." With the acquisition of these missiles, the
Soviet nuclear threats of 1956 bore the appropriate fruits (even if these
fruits ripened when glasnost was ripening as well—an issue we will
discuss later). But in 1963 it was a long time before any of this would
happen. According to Pean, the MD 660 was expected to be delivered
not before 1967. De Gaulle was keeping the key to it, having regarded
Ben-Gurion’s departure with caution and having taken up business
with the Arab world as well.”

Early in 1966 details about missiles made in France for Israel were
published in the Western press. The publication of the details followed
a long behind-the-scenes battle fought in Washington and Jerusalem
to prevent Israel from “purchasing” the missiles from the French alto-
gether—or at least to prevent Israel from openly demonstrating a mis-
sile capability. According to a New York Times report of January 7, 1966,
“The United States believes Israel ordered 30 intermediate-range bal-
listic missiles from France, a move seen as indicating an intention to
develop atomic weapons.”

A memorandum to the president from McGeorge Bundy, Presi-
dent Johnson’s National Security Adviser, and Myer Feldman, the
White House “Jewish expert,” March 13 and March 14, 1964, provides
interesting insight into the behind-the-scenes battle." Feldman declared
himself to be sympathetic with those who would not agree to a U.S.
tank sale to Israel unless the Israeli government gave up “its intention to
purchase ground-to-ground missiles. However, it is difficult to tell a
sovereign power what weapons it needs for her defense.” Feldman
reminded the president of Egypt’s missile program and “the fact that
the Israeli Government has already contracted 25 experimental mis-
siles from France [which] make it impossible to condition the sale of
tanks upon the renunciation of missiles.” Feldman suggested two alter-
natives: to link the renunciation of Israeli missiles, including anti-aircraft
Hawk SAM (surface-to-air) missiles promised by Kennedy, to Egyp-
tian willingness to do the same; or to persuade Israel “to refrain from
any further purchases of missiles without prior consultation with us.”
He volunteered to intervene with American Jewish leaders—who, he
wrote, had already demonstrated their discretion—to ask them to per-
suade Eshkol to accept his proposal.

We do not know which alternative was finally endorsed by John-
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son, but in February 1965 he authorized an official visit to Israel by W.
Averell Harriman—the American “roving ambassador”—and Robert
Komer—the NSC official who, since Kennedy’s days, had played an
operative role in American efforts to curb Dimona. Harriman and
Komer were sent to discuss both the nuclear and the missile issues with
Eshkol in connection with U.S. conventional weapons sales to Israel.
This was the high point of several efforts undertaken at the time, efforts
which will be discussed in more detail below."

Without missiles or even without demonstrating missile capabil-
ity or having suitable aircraft to deliver the bomb, Israel seemed to have
deferred the decision to “go nuclear,” as Israeli antinuclear activists
put it."® Actually, Eshkol was simply trying not to have his cake and
eat it too. He might have realized that an antiproliferation campaign of
renewed intensity was taking place in America, partially in public and
partially behind the scenes.” We do not know exact details about the
behind-the-scenes campaign, but the public documents are worth quot-
ing.

On January 7 and January 8, 1965, the President’'s Committee on
Nuclear Proliferation met to discuss the options open to the United
States. Johnson had already publicly committed the United States as a
guarantee power to nonnuclear nations “blackmailed” by nuclear pow-
ers. And now China had gone its “nuclear way” (following de Gaulle’s
France), and India was accordingly alarmed.

This group, previously known as the “Task Force on Proliferation,”
was made up of various prominent Americans. From the following
excerpts from the censored and sanitized version of their discussion
we learn that they were presented with two models, “Model A” and
“Model B,” and several specific options (offered by Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara, by the chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission
Glenn Seaborg, by Secretary of State Dean Rusk, by the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs General Earl Wheeler, and by ACDA director William Fos-
ter)." It is not easy to identify the “models” and “options” themselves
from the censored document. However, they become more clear if we
follow the debate itself. The committee’s chairman, Roswell Gilpatric, a
former deputy secretary of defense under Kennedy and Johnson,
“stated his preference for a world with a limited number of nuclear
powers, finding it implausible that additional proliferation could be compart-
mentalized, quarantined, or regionalized and comparing the consequences for
the world of the Sarajevo incident [italics added]. “This was very much in
the spirit of Kennedy’s views, which were partially influenced by Bar-
bara Tuchman’s Guns of August and by Schelling’s conflict theory. “He
found it all the more unlikely,” the document continues, “that a nuclear
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conflict involving 1.5 billion Chinese, Indian and Japanese could not
affect our own security . . .”

William Webster, president of the New England Electric System,
“felt a rearguard action to keep proliferation to the minimum is to some
extent inevitable . . . He questioned whether we should be prepared to
pay the ultimate price to stop proliferation [censored]. On the other
hand, he favored the taking of all steps reasonably necessary to slow
proliferation, to approach the problem on a case-by-case basis. He felt
he was nearer to Secretary McNamara’s ‘Model A world . . ."”” This
could be interpreted to mean allowing a few more powers such as
China to go their own way in regard to nuclear weapons, but to try
and minimize their threat as nuclear powers (and the number of such
nations).

John J. McCloy cautioned the committee in regard to the Ameri-
can guarantees to nonnuclear nations, arguing that American guaran-
tees in regard to Berlin were “convincing, but the character of our deter-
mination will be diluted if we have 20 such commitments . . . McCloy
went on to discuss the problems of NATO, including de Gaulle’s
semindependence in and outside the alliance: “We are going to have to
confront de Gaulle ‘s belief that a return to nationalism in the Twentieth
Century is appropriate; nationalism isn’t adequate for conventional
weapons and is not adequate for nuclear weapons . . .”

McCloy’s view of “nationalism” in the twentieth century was not
just his understandable reaction to the Gaullist challenge to U.S. lead-
ership and to European integration. It was also his basic view of the
old European nation-state. This view would have been skeptical toward
Zionism (i.e. Jewish nationalism) and yet would perceive Arab nation-
alism—due to the large number of parties involved, their enormous
space, and common but different ground—as something understand-
able, less “narrow” and not necessarily bad for America and the world.
McCloy and liberals of his school would not have tolerated the idea of
an Israeli bomb in this picture. But their attention was focused else-
where at the same time.

Arthur Watson, chairman of the board of IBM, was in favor of
“Model A,” but “was puzzled by how we were to get it going without
participation by the French. Soviet cooperation . . . would be desirable,
at the price of overcoming their historical fears of Germany. Mr.
Gilpatric suggested that perhaps at some time we may give up the
‘Holy Grail’ and move to a ‘Model B’ world [censored].” One may guess
that the “move over to a ‘Model B world"” meant a move over to a
multinuclear world —in which American allies would be given access to
American nuclear weapons, in order to localize dangers and avoid the
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problems of direct guarantees, without the French and without negoti-
ations with the Soviets. In this model, further proliferation could be
seen as being almost inevitable and yet localized and contained.

These assumptions of what was meant by “Model B” seem indeed
to be justified when we read McCloy’s argument later that “we did the
same before on both the Common Market and NATO and . . . the Rus-
sians will adjust once again . ..”

Dr. George Kistiakowsky, the designer of the first plutonium bomb
and later a presidential adviser on nuclear matters, was strongly in
favor of “Model A,” which was termed “rearguard action” by others,
but he believed that their approach was “a concession of defeat . .. We
must wage a campaign to keep proliferation at a minimum and be prepared to
lose individual battles, but not the overall war [italics added] . . . Our own
example will be essential . . . We should press measures of arms limita-
tions and increasing understanding with the Soviet-Union.” This was a
strong advocacy in the spirit of the Eisenhower-Kennedy nonprolifera-
tion campaign, in spite of the many obstacles that hindered Soviet-
American cooperation, such as the discovery of the alleged “bomber
and missile gaps” by Al Wohlstetter and others and capability prob-
lems that emerged as preconditions to serious arms limitation talks—
although the “gaps” seemed now to have been taken care of, and MAD
(mutual assured destruction) to a certain extent guaranteed.”

Two important remarks were made at the end of the official record
of the committee’s deliberations by Professor Fisher and Dr. Kisti-
akowsky. These remarks are the substance of what seems to have
guided nonproliferation thinking since its inception. Fisher desired “a
policy to make nuclear weapons appear bad and the undertaking of
progressive policies to eliminate United States reliance on nuclear
weapons.” Kistiakowsky said that “our hopes to stop proliferation are
based on two basic ‘ifs": Soviet cooperation and future Chinese behav-
ior.”

Robert W. Komer and W. Averell Harriman were preparing to
leave for Israel soon after the above discussions took place. And they
both may have seen Israel’s nuclear efforts as worth stopping according
to both “Model A” and “Model B,” which in fact were not tailored to
meet Israel’s problems at all; and yet Israeli behavior might have jeop-
ardized both models.

So, whether known to Eshkol or not, these were the constraints
within which he had to work. In 1963, Eshkol joined the Limited Test
Ban Treaty, and in 1964, he was reported to have issued an ambiguous
statement to the effect that Israel would not be “the first to introduce
nuclear weapons” to the Middle East. Later, following a domestic bat-
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tle with Ben-Gurion, which he won, Eshkol transferred the IAEC from
the Defense Ministry to the Prime Minister’s Office. He got rid of Ernst
Bergmann, its staunch chairman, while pursuing negotiations with the
United States on the purchase of safeguarded reactors for peaceful
use.”

Yet, the Dimona reactor remained rather busy. The plutonium for
the first bomb was made ready between 1965 and 1967, according to our
French source—precisely in 1966 according to Barnaby and Vanunu—
and the first successful test of a French-made missile for Israel took
place on French soil in 1966, according to our American source. This,
however, could have been seen by foreign analysts as just the initial
stage of the bomb’s production, requiring several more years of work
before the actual production of “crude” and later of “refined” weapons
and the actual possession of missile capabilities. One can speculate,
however, that Israel might have acquired from the French enough
know-how to significantly shorten the bomb production procedure and
skip the testing. That is, Israel could have relied on France’s own tests of
plutonium bombs produced by the same method. (In this way, it could
have later avoided difficulty under the terms of Senator Stuart Syming-
ton’s amendment, adopted in the mid-1970s, which made American
foreign aid conditional on the prohibition of nuclear testing.)

The missile issue was thus of great importance, and influential
members of the Johnson Administration continued to address the
nuclear issue itself with both Israel and Egypt. Early in 1964, about half-
a-year after Eshkol’s takeover and McCloy's initial failure in Cairo, the
United States returned to the issue of Israel’s nuclear capabilities and
the Egyptian missile program, which required some kind of unconven-
tional weapons to be effective.

As far as the Israeli nuclear program itself was concerned, the
Americans did not seem to be overly optimistic about their ability to
stop it, unless some kind of gesture came from Egypt, too. On May 31,
1964, on the eve of Eshkol'’s visit to the United States, Under-Secretary
of State George Ball cabled the American Embassy in Cairo:

We particularly want you to emphasize mischievous role of UAR
|Egypt’s] missile program in pushing arms rivalry to new and dan-
gerous levels . . . We recognize of course thin line between insuring
Nasser understands and appreciates nature of this escalation and on
other hand giving him impression Israel is about to go nuclear with
our understanding and tacit support. We therefore leave to you best
means of convincing Nasser this is game he cannot win because of
Israel’s technological development and access to outside financial
sources ., ."
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Ball went on to criticize Nasser for not keeping the Israeli issue in
the “ice box,” as he apparently had promised to do at least for the time
being, and for not seeking other areas of understanding with the United
States. “His periodic opening of ‘icebox” door . . . has let out blasts of
cold air that put great psychological pressure on Israelis to obtain deter-
rent.” Here Ball was referring to Nasser’s repeated public threats to
obliterate the “Zionist enemy” and “foreign base” on Arab soil. Ball
then concluded:

We are not trying to justify Israeli actions . . . [but] merely explaining
them and his responsibility.
Essential facts are:
1. UAR [Egypt] was first to opt for surface-to-surface missile force.
2. UAR is continuing to develop SSMs.
3. Reports are that Israel in response is also acquiring SSMs . . .

5. We believe Israel can be persuaded not to proceed further with SSM
development if UAR is willing to demonstrate restraint [italics added].

The emphasis on the missiles can be explained by a second visit to
Egypt by John McCloy in the summer of 1964. This visit was preceded
by Nasser’s letter of July 26, 1964: “In that letter Nasser assured you
[President Johnson] the UAR would not introduce or develop weapons
of total destruction. “ In reference to McCloy * s second “Mission on
Near East Arms, “ Secretary of State Dean Rusk wrote to President
Johnson on August 12, 1964:

The purpose of the present probe is to pursue the question of restrain-
ing the surface-to-surface missile rivalry between the UAR and Israel.
Mr. McCloy’s objective is to let Nasser know we believe we can con-
vince Israel to exercise nuclear and missile self-denial [italics added] if
Nasser will limit his acquisition of major offensive missiles to the num-
ber he now has or to a low ceiling.”

There is no evidence that Eshkol was convinced to exercise “self-
denial.” But we can assume that Eshkol refused to commit himself, and
thus the Americans had to continue inspections at Dimona to create
the impression of “self-denial.” The inspection technique was used by
the Americans to make Dimona “peaceful.” This, however, required
repeated inspection visits, which had not been made public yet. The
method of making Dimona “nonexistent” in military terms was thus
confined to Eshkol’s public statements, to be followed by secret Amer-
ican inspection tours. The American emphasis on the missile issue, also
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conducted behind the scenes, was related to Nasser’s efforts to arm his
missiles with nuclear waste such as cobalt. Futile as these efforts were,
they were made public and only gave Israel a good (though nonpublic)
argument regarding its own missiles.

Nasser was not only unwilling to start arms control negotiations
with Israel, but John S. Badeau, the American ambassador in Cairo,
told Washington that despite Nasser’s basic policy of not risking a real
war with Israel,

the only circumstances in which the Egyptians would even contem-
plate a surprise attack on Israel would be if it became clearly apparent
[italics added] that the Israelis had or were shortly to obtain nuclear
weapons. In such a case the Egyptian objective would be to destroy the
Israeli facilities as quickly and as effectively as possible and then retire
behind the frontier counting on international public opinion and pres-
sure to prevent Israel from retaliating. But in such a contingency, the
Egyptians would be acting for defensive rather than aggressive con-
siderations.”

Washington had this and possibly other complications—such as
some kind of Soviet involvement o balance out Israel’s nuclear threat—
on its mind during Eshkol'’s official visit to America from June 1 to 12,
1964, and, according to a State Department circular telegram dated
June 26, 1964, told him the following;:

c) US reiterated its commitment to safeguard territorial integrity
and political independence of Israel and other Near Eastern states
against aggression, use or threat of force.

d) US conveyed its belief Israel’s concerns over its security should
be largely allayed by US undertakings oppose aggression.

e) US expressed hope that reassurances given to Israel will permit
progress toward our mutual goal of damping down arms race . . .

In another part of the document, it was stated that:

b) [the administration] estimates UAR missile capability will
remain primarily psychological threat and that there will be no UAR
nuclear capability.

¢) US concerned about escalation of Near East arms race and
opposes proliferation missiles and nuclear weapons.

In quoting Eshkol’s views, the document tells us:
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a) Israel appreciates US support but convinced it must maintain
independent deterrent to Arab attack [italics added]; US commitments
believed sincere, but US might be involved elsewhere at critical
moment of need.

b) UAR missile threat real to Israeli man-in-street; nevertheless
Israel will postpone demonstration missile capability 1-2 years [italics
added].”

This information was given to all American embassies in the Arab
world and to the [AEA and American embassies in Paris and Rome.

The decision to postpone the demonstration of Israel’s missile capa-
bility, and perhaps to limit it to the twenty-five missiles already pur-
chased —or even simply to their delivery (as opposed to an actual
demonstration)—did not, however, constrain the French-Israeli missile
program itself. We can infer this from a cable sent on March 3, 1965, by
the U.S. air attaché in Tel Aviv to U.S. Air Force headquarters in Wash-
ington. In this cable an Israeli source who had just returned from a visit
abroad “confirmed that the testing of French-designed SSM for Israel
has already begun on Ile de Levant,” and that the missile appeared to be
satisfactory after some initial trouble. The “source” also stated that
Israel would probably concentrate on fixed launching positions, because
of the country’s small size and due to

the fact that enemy targets are known and fixed. To counter-argument
that Israel’s SSM would not be materially significant with conven-
tional warhead, source blurts out: “don’t worry, when we need the
right kind of warhead we will have it . .. and after that, there will be
no more trouble in this part of the world.”*

One can infer from the above that this was a dangerous juncture:
Israel had a working, vulnerable reactor, which it had publicly declared
for peaceful use only, and then had said it would not be “the first to
introduce nuclear weapons” into the area. And behind the scenes, Israel
was subject to American inspections that officially, but not publicly,
outlawed its real products. According to Pean, some weapons-grade
plutonium was already available in 1966 (as far as everybody except the
Israeli people were concerned). But the enemy may well have believed
that no bombs were ready yet, and Israel had no apparent means of
delivery except several subsonic French light bombers.

By March 1966, the Arabs had suspicions about plutonium pro-
duction at Dimona and convened a high-level conference to discuss
the issue. This followed the summit conference of 1964, during which
a unified Arab military command was reestablished. The 1966 meet-
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ing was secret, yet many open warnings against Israel’s nuclear threat
followed and were published in the Arab press. A sanitized and
heavily censored State Department copy of a document dated Decem-
ber 12, 1964, illuminates this point. The document originated either in
the White House or the CIA and was circulated among the relevant
officials; it carried the heading “Background Paper on Factors Which
Could Influence National Decisions Concerning Acquisition of
Nuclear Weapons.”* Regarding Israel, the paper tells us the follow-

ing:

As of January, 1964, Israel’s nuclear energy program seemed directed
to research, but was adaptable to a weapons making program. Prime
Minister Eshkol has told us orally that Israel’s nuclear activity is peace-
ful. Nevertheless, neither he nor Ben-Gurion before him ever ruled
out Israel’s developing a nuclear weapon if the Near Eastern situa-
tion warrants.

After several omissions from the original text due to censorship, the
next paragraph tells us only that “Israel now has the technical capabil-
ity to develop a bomb” (p. 17). The next two pages were also heavily
censored, but contain the following statements:

We believe Israel, without outside assistance, could detonate its first
nuclear device two or three years after a decision to develop a nuclear
capability. If Israel wished to concentrate on producing at the earliest
moment an unsophisticated weapon . . . it could probably produce it
two to three years after a decision to do so. Production of a refined
weapon . . . would require a year or two more.

The writer or writers continue:

Meanwhile, we have convincing evidence that a French firm is devel-
oping for Israel a 250- to 300-mile solid propellant, two-stage missile.
The 1,500- to 2,000-pound warhead is designed for either a high explo-
sive or nuclear payload . . .

Israel regards maintenance of an independent military deterrent as vital
to its survival. Given this attitude, the arms rivalry in the Near East has
reached a dangerous stage [italics added]. As Arab unity advances and as
UAR missile technology improves, Israel seeks to develop an
unmatched, economical counter-deterrent. This seems destined to lead
to development of nuclear warheads for Israeli missiles purchased
from France.

Lower level Israeli officials speak frankly about Israel’s strategy toward
the UAR: (a) surface-to-surface missiles targeted on the Nile Delta and (b) a



96  The Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East

capacity to bomb and release the waters behind the Aswan High Dam.
Destruction of the Aswan High Dam would require a nuclear warhead [ital-
ics added).

Turning to Egypt, the paper states:

Of all the countries in the Near East, the UAR is the most vulnerable to
nuclear attack. A single well-placed nuclear device would bring a
sheet of water 400 feet high cascading down the narrow Nile valley
where the entire Egyptian population is concentrated. Israel is also
vulnerable but the peculiarities of its boundaries would cause a
nuclear attack to hurt neighboring Arab states almost as much as itself.
Thus, for its own survival, the UAR probably sees advantages in preventing
the use of nuclear weapons, and therefore also their introduction into the area
[italics added].

Soon afterward President Nasser had to give up his own missile
program. Hassnein Heikal tells us that the reason was “the deflationary
measures of 1965-6.” In fact, Egypt’s economy was on the verge of col-
lapsing at that time, due among other things to its population explosion,
deteriorating relations with the West, and foreign ambitions—espe-
cially its involvement in Yemen.” Under these circumstances Nasser
was forced to switch from his own “unconventional” schemes to some
kind of preemptive war, or at least to making public threats in this
direction, following the March 1966 Arab conference.

On March 19, 1966, the American Embassy in Cairo informed
Washington about the conference: “. . . conference uncovered concern
and deep Arab suspicion Israel developing nuclear armaments. (We
have already reported in Embtel 2363 statement by Iraqi premier Bazzaz
that report Israel on way to producing atomic weapons most serious
item confronting conf.)” After a censored half-line, the cable continues:

... very confidentially told me . . . [censored] had reported to him
conversation between [censored] Pres Nasser [during which latter]
expressed his concern Israel threat and included remarks Israelis now
have “eight kilos plutonium” . .. [censored] expressed the view, which
he identified as general in Cairo, that situation would be very dan-
gerous if Egypt failed to accept US assurances re Israeli nuclear activity
[italics added].”

Seeking American “assurances” behind the scenes, the Egyptians
continued to issue public warnings of a forthcoming, preventive war.
Both before the conference (on February 2, 1966) and immediately after-
ward Nasser proclaimed something like an official doctrine of pre-
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empting Israel’s nuclear program.” Since this information was censored
in Israel—or at least played down by the Israeli press—the public had
no idea of the new Arab casus belli. Israeli decision makers had several
options. They could repeat Eshkol’s public statement that Israel would
not be the first to introduce nuclear weapons to the Middle East (and
Eshkol indeed did so in May 1966). They could allow yet another Amer-
ican inspection of Dimona to publicly create the impression that the
Americans were interested in maintaining—that Dimona was not pro-
ducing nuclear weapons. (And an inspection was reported this time by
the New York Times on June 28, 1966.) Or they could refrain from taking
delivery of the French-made missiles when ready—as suggested by
White House adviser Myer Feldman—and not engage in missile
demonstration.

Ben-Gurion, on the other hand, had reason to be greatly worried.
The Arabs seemed ready to go to war to destroy Dimona and, should it
come to a general war, Israel itself. He could have argued that the
Americans had intervened in such a way as to encourage the Arabs to
attack and liquidate the nuclear reactor—the only means that could
prevent the Arabs from making war and force them to accept Israel as a
fait accompli. Even worse, if we follow the logic of the Israeli analyst
Avigdor Haselkorn, Israel could also be exposed to Soviet threats in
the form of guarantees to the Arabs before the installation of the MD
660, the meager answer to those threats.”

These being the lines of Ben-Gurion’s approach, we can understand
why he publicly accused Eshkol of a major “security blunder” which
should disqualify Eshkol from further carrying the responsibility for
Israel’s security. However, it can also be argued that Ben-Gurion used
the nuclear issue, among other things, to disqualify Eshkol because of
Eshkol’s failure to follow Ben-Gurion’s domestic reform schemes, cou-
pled with the Lavon Affair (which in Ben-Gurion’s view had exposed
the Eshkol regime as unjust and inefficient) and Eshkol’s “unholy”
alliance with the Allon group. That group, as we have seen, was neither
united nor completely opposed to Dimona, especially as it was an estab-
lished fact. It did, however, reject a “nuclear doctrine” —i.e., actual tar-
geting or any serious use of nuclear threats as an integral part of Israel’s
foreign policy, let alone as a part of its war-fighting doctrine—as Yair
Evron puts it.” This approach was ascribed to Shimon Peres and to his
adoption of French nuclear deterrence concepts. The Allon group
adopted a “last resort” nuclear option approach instead. Their main
concern, however, was to win a war if necessary by invoking conven-
tional means, and if possible to change the boundaries and impose

peace.
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Ben-Gurion must have perceived this as nonsense, because the
Arabs were better suited, conventionally, to oppose Israel; and no fur-
ther territorial expansion would force them to make peace. Further-
more, Allon’s argument, following Schelling, was that the Arabs were
“irrational” and “irresponsible” and thus couldn’t be deterred by the
bomb, but would desperately seek a bomb of their own and then prob-
ably use it. And this argument did not explain why the Arabs could be
expected to be deterred by conventional means, or to make peace if
their territory was occupied. If they were “madmen” —which, of course,
they were not—how could a tiny conventional Israel deter them, and
impose peace by first occupying their land, creating therein “new defen-
sive lines,” and then using the rest of the land for peace negotiations?
The “madmen” argument obscured political-cultural and personal ele-
ments—attached to real-life situations and to real people—and elevated
the discussion to an abstract, almost mystical, level. In order to assess
the adversaries” motives and ways of thinking, the real issues had to be
studied on their own merits and evaluated with historical-cultural and
political tools and imagination.

As we can assume on the basis of above-cited foreign sources, Ben-
Gurion did not want any more wars. He wanted some kind of peace, or
at least coexistence, which could not be guaranteed by conventional
means alone in the present boundaries. On the other hand, he was not
bothered by “French-like” doctrines, such as war-fighting strategies
Peres might have learned about from General Paul Ely or from General
Gallois.” De Gaulle himself was far from both Ely and Gallois. He saw
nuclear weapons as primarily political tools; and apparently, so did
Ben-Gurion. As I interpret his behavior, Ben-Gurion saw nuclear
weapons as an excuse for the Arabs to leave Israel alone, and as a mea-
sure to make Soviet aid to the Arabs less plausible and binding, thus
making the Arabs pragmatically accept a Jewish state in a partitioned
Palestine. At least this would be the case if proper political steps accom-
panied Israel’s lead in the nuclear arena, a lead that could not be sacri-
ficed in any way, even in response to Bundy’s pressure. However,
Dayan—and Peres—did not bother much about Arabs; the main prob-
lem in their eyes were the Soviets, then and later, until after 1973.

At this juncture Allon and Galili greatly feared a Soviet “nuclear
guarantee” to the Arabs in response to an Israeli nuclear doctrine. And
this fear was “encouraged” by the Bundy group. They were willing to
offer Israel conventional tools; whereas Ben-Gurion refused to fight
conventionally—unless a foreign power would help to limit the war
and minimize losses that the tiny Israeli nation could not afford, for
many reasons, including its domestic weaknesses. In the absence of this
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kind of help from a foreign power, Israel had to give the Arabs other
excuses not to attack. If this was, in fact, his view, achieving it required
a clear concept, time, and no Israeli-initiated conventional wars.

Early in 1966, an ambiguous Soviet “nuclear guarantee” was publicly
made to the Egyptians. According to a report in the New York Times of
February 4, 1966, “Soviet Deputy Defense Minister [Andrei] Gretchko, in
his December visit to Cairo, reportedly refused to send nuclear weapons
to Egypt, but pledged protection if Israel developed or obtained such
arms.” Nasser, however, was not completely assured. He convened the
March 1966 Arab conference and continued to threaten Israel openly.

Here we can make an interesting comparison between an Egyp-
tian-inspired version of the February 1966 meeting between President
Johnson and Anwar el-Sadat (at the time president of the Egyptian
National Assembly)” and American primary sources. Sadat was quoted
in the Egyptian-inspired report as having told Johnson that Israel was
still working toward the development of nuclear weapons according “to
the reports Egypt receives,” and that General de Gaulle himself

admitted in a [recent talk] with [the Egyptian minister of war, Field
Marshal Abd el-Hakim] Amer [during a visit to Paris] that Israel is
capable of producing nuclear weapons . . . Following this, and Israel’s
refusal to allow American observers to control the Dimona situation, [a
fact] which confirmed the information at Cairo’s hands, President
Johnson was perplexed and asked . . . Sadat to convey to in his name
his promise, which was an official undertaking, that the U.S. would
not allow Israel to produce a bomb at any price, and would even use
force if necessary . . . but Egypt, who knows the value of American
promises, and especially when they deal with Israel, cannot trust them.
Therefore the President [Nasser] made an open and clear warning
when he spoke of a preventive war.

According to the official American “Memorandum of Conversa-
tion” between Sadat and Johnson, the conversation itself took place the
day before:

We were not as alarmist [said Johnson] as the Egyptians on the subject
of possible acquisition of nuclear weapons by Israel. We were watch-
ing the situation closely. The U.S. would be against such a develop-
ment because of our firm policy against the proliferation of nuclear
weapons.*

Accordingly, Johnson promised Sadat nothing. In my view, the presi-
dent demonstrated, rather clearly, an acceptance of Israel’s actual —if
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not its open—adoption of a nuclear option. According to Ambassador
Evron, the difference between Johnson and Kennedy and the Bundy
group was Johnson'’s tacit understanding that Israel had no chance of
survival without that option.

In the meantime, however, the Bundy group allowed Egypt to
work together with the United States to publicly delegitimize Dimona
on the one hand, while Cairo was making direct threats of waging
war to eliminate it on the other. The Eshkol cabinet certainly seemed
to be encouraging Nasser to make these threats: It had yielded to
American pressures to declare Israel’s deterrent illegal by making its
“introduction” dependent on Arab nuclear acquisition; and it had ren-
dered the deterrent ineffective by making concessions on the missile
issue.

One may further argue, on the basis of Eshkol’s own fears later
during the crisis that preceded the 1967 war, that none of Eshkol’s
deals with Washington would prevent Arab preemptive strikes
against Dimona itself—and the possible radioactive fallout resulting
from it—except the Hawk SAMs, which were linked to American
efforts to delegitimize Dimona. In retrospect, the motives of the Bundy
group seem to be clear. The main goal was to prevent the prolifera-
tion—and, especially, the use—of nuclear weapons once they reached
the Middle East (and elsewhere); conventional wars were by far
preferable. Yet in the United States” own conventional entanglements,
they adopted threats and signalling a la Schelling which, when com-
bined with the fear of the bomb, may explain the conventional disaster
in Vietnam in which members of the Bundy group were now more
and more involved.

From Eshkol’s actual behavior, one can infer that his argument
would have been that he had secured the weapons—i.e., the Hawk—
that could help defend the nuclear compound better than anything else.
And that eventually he would also get conventional aid during a period
in which Israel’s nuclear options were not yet fully developed. The
counterargument to this could be that by adopting his ambiguous pos-
ture and forfeiting the missiles he had “minimized” them to nothing,
and was thereby encouraging a conventional war that might ruin the
nuclear option itself and expose the Israeli population to its hazards (if
Dimona was destroyed). Moreover, he allowed Rabin’s High Command
to undertake a variety of escalating, “deterrent,” conventional rnilitary
actions, mainly against Syria. This approach played into Arab hands, if
they wanted a preemptive war of their own. Eshkol’s “executive agree-
ments” would not make the Americans help Israel in a war if the casus
belli was Dimona—or indeed any of the other contested issues between
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Washington and Jerusalem, such as the freedom of navigation in the
Red Sea or even Israel’s rights in Jerusalem. And even if the Marines did
come, they might be too late. Moreover, Eshkol’s and Meir’s political
allies, the Allon-Galili group, wanted territorial expansion in the West
Bank for both ideological and strategic reasons. That alliance was dan-
gerous by definition, because of its structure and the influence of a
minority group over the ruling coalition, the contents of the Allon-Galili
group expansionist ideology, and its conventional preemptive strike
doctrine.

In trying to reconstruct Eshkol’s strategy, one can conclude that
Eshkol had achieved Ben-Gurion’s own traditional goal: an Ameri-
can security guarantee. But this was done in secret and was condi-
tioned by Israel’s nuclear behavior. Ironically enough, he then fol-
lowed Ben-Gurion’s own advice against Mrs. Meir’s stance “vis-a-vis
the United States in regard to Dimona,”* refraining from giving that
secret guarantee much significance, and pursued a policy of obtaining
“an independent deterrent.” Yet later he did give in to Washington on
issues related to Israel’s nuclear behavior, which prompted a quasi-
open attack on Eshkol by both Dayan and Peres. As we have already
seen, Ben-Gurion criticized Eshkol very sharply for his “security blun-
ders.” In fact, both sides conducted the whole debate using hints and
indirect language. In this way Eshkol was able to benefit from the
public’s inability to follow the actual content of the arguments, and
from some groups’ rejection of Ben-Gurion's style, long rule, and pos-
sibly also his nuclear option. Privately, Ben-Gurion could have argued
his side of what was a paradoxical situation. The U.S. pledge of pro-
tection was the result of the nuclear option; therefore it was a major
asset and was necessary for maintaining U.S. support. And yet the
nuclear option was also an obstacle to the fulfillment of U.S. pledges in
the sense that Washington would hardly be willing to defend Israel if
the Arabs started a war over Dimona, as in fact Ambassador Badeau
was in advance justifying their doing, and then such a war further
escalated.

If Eshkol continued to work on the nuclear option, but agreed to
American demands to make it illegitimate and was ready to forfeit the
missiles, what did he really want? Did he have any clear idea of what
he was doing in this regard, or was he just continuing Ben-Gurion’s
policy without understanding the difference between nonexistent and
possibly existent capabilities? Did he continue because the job had
already been begun and paid for, or because he had some ambiguous
idea that the option should somehow be around, at least to balance
out similar Arab efforts? Was he primarily interested in conventional
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arms? Or was he primarily interested in continuing work on the
nuclear option, but was ready to give up on the acquisition of the nec-
essary delivery means in order to attain American tanks and jets? And
was he succumbing to Washington’s pressure in this? Or did he have a
strategic concept in mind? When these things were happening, Ben-
Gurion was asking himself, rather loudly, whether Eshkol was a states-
man who had some guiding principles for the nuclear age, or whether
he was simply a conventional wheeler-dealer. (And after his resigna-
tion, Ben-Gurion initiated a new probe into the Lavon Affair, the result
of which showed Eshkol, at least in Ben-Gurion'’s eyes, to be a petty
politician, indeed.) We must wonder whether Eshkol accepted Allon’s
and Ben-Aharon’s view that the whole nuclear option had meaning
only as a “last resort” option. And further, that it might have already
lost even that meaning, with or without the French-built missiles, due
to the “Soviet nuclear guarantee” given to Egypt. Following this line of
thinking, Israel would do well to trade off the missiles for American
conventional aid.

Since we do not know whether the missiles (MD 620s and 660s)
were fully ready in some numbers when Eshkol “traded them off,” we
have no answers to these questions. He might have “delayed” some-
thing that was not, in fact, ready in any quantity; thus conceding noth-
ing in reality (unless he was denied the missiles due to his deteriorated
relations with the French, and his close relations with the Johnson
Administration led him to make unnecessary concessions to the Bundy
group). So, the ambiguous nature of the proceedings denies us the
answers to any of these questions.

But based on Ben-Gurion’s overall modus operandi, we can spec-
ulate that he would have insisted that Israel was better off making
clear choices than involving itself in ambiguous situations, in crude
lies, and in self-defeating intrigues with the Americans. An ambigu-
ous atmosphere may have encouraged the Arabs to attack Dimona.
And once a war was under way, they could have escalated it to a
general offensive. Thus, Israel should acquire its own means of sur-
vival, and argue openly with the Bundys and the Rostows. Or, if this
proved to be impossible, Israel should do what it had to do in regard
to the missiles. There was no need for anyone to make the missile
issue, in particular, public; Dimona itself had been exposed by Wash-
ington in 1960 in a rather crude way. Later they found ways to deal
with the matter in a more subtle fashion that did not really interfere
with Israel’s primary goals. The main problem was the Russians: If
they supplied the Arabs with countermeasures, Israel needed the
French-built MD 660, to be ready in 1967, aimed at Soviet territory, a
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proposition first published abroad several years later.*

Eshkol, as far as Ben-Gurion was concerned, was caught in the
web of his “wheeling-dealing” games, trying to please and bluff too
many parties at the same time. He was finally driven to helping the
Americans in their bid to obscure and delegitimize Israel’s means of
achieving coexistence with the Arabs, while endangering the means
to do so effectively and alarming and provoking the Arabs at the same
time.

Ben-Gurion'’s decision—following Eshkol’s visit to the United States
in 1964 and the approach of the 1965 national elections—to challenge
Eshkol’s leadership across the whole political board supports the above
interpretation of his views.

Ben-Gurion’s doubts about Eshkol could have been related, in prac-
tical terms, to a major American-Israeli deal concluded in early 1965
between Eshkol and the American delegation headed by W. Averell
Harriman and Robert W. Komer. General Yitzhak Rabin, at the time
chief of staff of the IDF, tells us in his memoirs” that Komer and Harri-
man sought a “strategic understanding” between the two countries,
based on three points:

(1) Israel would not initiate a preventive war against the Arabs.
(2) Israel would not undertake a general military action against Arab
water diversion efforts . . .*(3) Israel would pledge not to be a nuclear
nation, in possession of nuclear weapons. If Israel accepted the condi-
tions and limitations, an Israeli mission could leave for the United
States to discuss her needs in planes, tanks and guns.

Rabin, a “conventionalist” by nature, quotes himself as having
answered negatively in regard to the first two points. “Komer, and Har-
riman a little less,” he adds,

were rough and tough in regard to the nuclear weapon issue. They
did not let go. They rejected our argument that Prime Minister
Eshkol had said during his last visit to the United States that Israel
would not be the first state to introduce nuclear weapons to the . ..
Middle East.

Komer asked for a personal conversation with me . . . and used
rough language, not excluding a threat: “if Israel embarked in that
direction, it might cause the most serious crisis she ever had in her
relations with the U.S.” I tried to allay his worry in that the Prime
Minister’s declaration was indeed our policy, and I added: “Your rep-
resentatives visited our reactor in Dimona. You know exactly what is
happening there.”
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Rabin was referring here to a visit by American inspectors to
Dimona. This could have been regarded as an interim solution to the
problem, especially when immediately leaked to the press. We do not
know whether, in addition, Israel offered a pledge not to accept delivery
of the missiles from the French, or possibly not to purchase more than
the limited quantity already ordered. Whatever the reasons, a formal
agreement was signed several days later regarding tank and Skyhawk
jet supplies. According to the LBJ Library files, the jet supply agree-
ment was concluded in March 1966. To some interested observers, such
as Simcha Flapan, the agreements regarding both plane and tank sup-
plies, Israel’s tacit consent to U.S. tank deliveries to Jordan, and the
American inspection visits to Dimona could have been a package—that
is, Eshkol might have agreed to exchange the nuclear option for con-
ventional weapons.

In a face-to-face meeting with Eshkol,” Ambassador Harriman
assured him that “for one thing, the late President Kennedy had cured
Khrushchev and Company of using the threat of nuclear war.” This
gave Israel reason to believe that it had some kind of an Americar. guar-
antee should the Soviets resort to direct nuclear threats (without Israel
having to make concessions). However, Komer, backed up by Bundy,
made such a guarantee conditional on Israel’s concessions regarding
this very issue—its own nuclear behavior. In fact, Khrushchev had left
office several months earlier, and the Bundy group was rather worried
about Soviet behavior, especially if the “ideal” conditions of the Cuban
missile crisis were not repeated, and Soviet missiles were deployed in a
country like Egypt.

Komer, however, did his best to arrive at some kind of a deal with
Eshkol. But the result was inconclusive, as we can see from a March 18,
1965, State Department telegram entitled “Talking Points for Presenta-
tion Letter from President to Nasser.” In this document, the American
ambassador in Cairo was told that

Harriman/Komer talks have eased situation, but basic problems remain and are
still a potential cause of war . .. USG [United States Government] will keep up
pressure on Israel not to go nuclear. As Nasser undoubtedly aware fact of recent
American visit to Dimona has been revealed by US press [italics added].*

The American visit caused Eshkol trouble in his election campaign
of 1965 in which he faced Ben-Gurion, Moshe Dayan, and Shimon Peres.
(Ben-Gurion had enlisted Dayan and Peres when he left Mapai and
founded a new electoral party, Rafi, “The Workers’ List of Israel.”)
Eshkol’s troubles were even more serious when the inspection visit was
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leaked to the American press in order to please the Egyptians—who
were not pleased at all.

According to a telegram dated April 18, 1965, regarding the meeting
between Assistant Secretary Talbot and Ambassador Battle and Presi-
dent Nasser,

Talbot stated question US inspections arose only in circumstances only
[sic] when there no acceptance IAEA safeguards. US too would be
concerned if Israeli reactor used for military purposes. This would be
matter between US and Israel as well as between UAR and Israel. He
could tell Nasser that in view of importance of issue we have satisfied
our own curiosity on this issue.

Nasser said he understood our concern, but Israel has influence in
US and UAR does not. Talbot replied proliferation is a global problem,
and Nasser could have confidence US is dealing with it in terms of
global concerns . . .*

The spirit of Talbot’s assertions, which hardly satisfied Nasser as we
have seen, in turn angered the Israelis. On July 13, 1965, a conversa-
tion took place between William C. Foster, President Johnson’s arms
control chief, Arieh Dissentchik, editor-in-chief and part owner of the
Israeli right-wing newspaper Ma‘ariv, and Dissentchik’s son Ido. Dis-
sentchik was a major Israeli opinion-maker and an ally of Eshkol’s in
the 1965 election campaign; he had ties to General Dayan, to Shimon
Peres, and to Mr. Begin, too. Foster was director of the U.S. Arms Con-
trol and Disarmament Agency (ACDA). Their conversation reflects the
complications regarding the whole nuclear complex.

Mr. Dissentchik expressed regret that there has been a leak on televi-
sion in the US regarding US knowledge of what goes on at Dimona.
Without pausing, he continued by saying that Israel does not want
war with the Arabs, even a victorious one, because of its costliness in
human life and property. What is important, he thinks, is the knowl-
edge of the other side that Israel is four or five years ahead in know-
how in the nuclear field and could quickly take the last steps to make
the weapons. Under those circumstances they will think twice, he said,
and therefore Israel has a vitally important deterrent.

Mr. Foster strongly expressed the hope that Israel would go no
further in a military direction than it has, stated our great concern
over the threatening situation that would be created for the whole
Middle East . . .

This statement left Dissentchik unimpressed; on the contrary, he
seemed to be more worried about the prospects of an NPT agree-



106  The Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East

ment, and India’s advanced stage of covert proliferation.

Soon afterward, an ugly affair in France—the so-called Ben-Barka
Affair—endangered Israel’s ties with de Gaulle and added to Eshkol’s
troubles. Mehdi Ben-Barka, a Moroccan opposition leader, was kid-
napped on French soil—without authorization from the French author-
ities—and was extradited to his enemies. The Mossad (Israel’s foreign
intelligence institution) was allegedly involved as a favor to the Moroc-
can security services. Apparently, Eshkol (as the minister in charge of
the Mossad) could have prevented the Mossad’s involvement but failed
to do so because of ambiguous orders.” In response to this “affair,” de
Gaulle ordered a general survey of all interagency relations between
his country and Israel, and then ordered that they be reduced to a min-
imum. This might have included the missile program itself. Thus,
France might have cheated Israel twice: first, when de Gaulle took
Israel’s technical aid regarding his bomb but then refused to complete
the 1957 agreement regarding the reprocessing plant, and second, when
he perhaps used Israeli aid to develop his own missiles and then
dropped Israel again.

The Ben-Barka Affair was used against Eshkol following the 1965
election campaign. Ben-Gurion had pressured a reluctant Shimon Peres
and a vacillating Moshe Dayan to join him in his last campaign, as head
of the newly created Rafi Party, which was known among the privi-
leged few as “the atomic party.”* The election campaign was an ugly,
ambiguous battle in which Rafi vaguely tried to delegitimize Eshkol as
“unqualified to lead the country.” Later, they accused him of a “major
security blunder” (possibly related to the missile issue), and a “less
serious” one (related to the Dimona inspection or to the Ben-Barka
Affair in France). The Israeli public had no idea what its leaders were
talking about in regard to security blunders. Ben-Gurion’s campaign
went nowhere. Eshkol won a relative parliamentary majority, and Rafi
remained in the opposition, against the ruling center-left coalition, from
where it criticized the Eshkol government’s overall strategic and mili-
tary behavior.

Israel’s defense policy on the ground grew more and more aggres-
sive—in intervals—as time went on. This policy was due to Syrian chal-
lenges, to Israel’s growing confidence in its conventional might, and to
Rabin’s conventional doctrine of controlled escalation aimed at deter-
ring the enemy, which prompted a heavy attack against Jordanian ter-
ritory used by Palestinian guerrillas operating from Syria and escalated
to major operations against the new Ba’ath regime in Damascus. At
first, Eshkol tried to restrain the IDF and secure public opinion, but
personally he was inclined to tough responses to Fatah and Syrian
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attacks. He felt he had to demonstrate that he was no weaker than his
formidable predecessor. All he managed to do, however, was to alter-
nate between reprisals that were either too weak or too tough against
the challenges in Syria and Jordan.

Things were coming to a head, and the 1967 war was only a matter
of time. Soon enough, one of the many parties involved in the Middle
East conflict would commit the initial mistake or play into the hands of
the Palestinian organizations. Yassir Arafat’s Fatah, based in Syria, or
the PLO, then under Egyptian auspices, were interested in a general
war before “Israel went fully nuclear.” Indeed, in retrospect, it seems
that since its inception in 1964, the policy of Arafat’s outfit had been to
inflame the nuclear scare among Arab leaders—in anticipation of a
complete Arab desertion of the Palestinian cause once Israel went
nuclear. The PLO then followed suit.” The escalation process that led to
the war was a complicated combination of activities by many actors. We
cannot analyze this process here in any detail, but it is worth noting a
couple of points.*

Since 1964, the participants of the Arab summits had agreed on
something like a division of labor to deal with the Israeli bomb-in-the-
making, a bomb that could lead to Israel’s establishment as a fait accom-
pli. Egypt—with its conventional might, missile force, and political
weight—was supposed to carry the burden of a regular, preventive
war. Syria—and Egypt—also endorsed Palestinian guerrilla options,
following the Algerian and Vietnam models, to fight Israel as best they
could.

Yet Nasser’s involvement in Yemen since 1962 had diverted his—
and Israel’s—attention elsewhere. Furthermore, it is doubtful whether
Nasser felt ready for his declared preemptive war or was willing to
take the risks involved. He publicly made such an enterprise condi-
tional on protecting Egypt’s position first. He was aware of the vul-
nerability of his forces in Sinai—a vast desert that his forces had to
cross before they reached the Israeli boundary. He had fortified posi-
tions in the Sinai but left them unmanned. Air cover would be decisive
here. Nasser might have believed that if he deployed enough forces for-
ward and his armor well behind—under the sufficient protection of
his modern air force—he could take limited risks. However, he needed
access to Jordan in order to threaten Israel’s heart. He might have
believed that he had found a way out of a straightforward attack by
forcing Israel to attack first (as long as he had sufficient Soviet backing
to sustain the attack). Then he could, at least, use his air power to
destroy Dimona.

It is less likely that the whole exercise was at first a limited demon-
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stration of power in support of Syria. The most aggressive Arab power
at the time, Syria was constantly involved in direct border clashes with
Israel, and was indirectly supporting Arafat’s guerrilla activities. Such a
demonstration, when supported by air power, could secure the occu-
pation of Eilat, the isolated Negev harbor, and create a land bridge
between Egypt and the eastern Arab world—and possibly eradicate
Dimona. But Israel would resist that with all its might. The Egyptian
president was bound to Syria by virtue of a defense pact, but, in fact, the
pact could make him a Syrian tool. He was aware of this, and his
spokesman, Hassnein Heikal, warned the Syrians not to expect auto-
matic Egyptian aid in each case of an Israeli attack against Syrian posi-
tions.”

Instead, Heikal, and Nasser himself, seem to have decided to wait,
at least until the Soviets were drawn far enough to allow action
against Israel. The issue of whether an Arab bomb would allow a “war
of destruction” by conventional means against a nuclear Israel could
be deferred, for the time being, if Israel’s own nuclear option was
gone. It is possible that on the eve of the Six-Day War the Egyptians
were misled into believing that the Soviets would support some lim-
ited action.*

At the same time, Nasser may well have viewed Eshkol’s cabinet as
an uneasy, not very clever, coalition, due to its series of more and less
reluctant military reprisals against poor Jordan and the aggressive Syria.
While Nasser stood aside in several cases of Israeli-Syrian clashes and
Israeli-Palestinian clashes in Jordan—which seemed counter to his
desire for legendary influence among the Arab masses—he was
involved in the frustrating intervention in Yemen, which in turn
embroiled him in trouble with Saudi Arabia and its conservative ally
Jordan. Late in 1966 and again in the spring of 1967, Israel exchanged
heavy, escalating blows with Syria. This prompted Soviet warnings
and behind-the-scenes activities to protect their Ba'ath clients in Dam-
ascus. Finally, in May 1967, Nasser deployed his troops in the Sinai,
and soon afterward demanded the withdrawal of U.N. buffer troops
from the positions in which they had been stationed following the 1956
war.

Eshkol realized that Rabin had stupidly threatened the Syrian
regime shortly beforehand, although Allon and his friends were able to
save Rabin from Eshkol’s justified wrath.” Eshkol’s cabinet did not
want war with Syria, let alone with Egypt. But the prime minister had
previously endorsed Rabin’s reprisals, and, in fact, had given him the
conventional means for a strategy of conventional deterrence-compel-
lence, which the IDF high command had endorsed before and now
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demanded to pursue. The concentrations of Egyptian troops grew more
serious daily, accompanied by a propaganda campaign that reminded
many Israelis of the rhetoric of the “Final Solution.” And, finally, when
Nasser closed the Eilat straits to Israeli shipping, the IDF demanded to
take action. Eshkol, meanwhile, was trying to get a sense of the atti-
tudes of the Americans and the French. De Gaulle was furious because
what he regarded as the unnecessary escalation with Syria had occurred
without any consultation with him, and he feared Soviet involvement.
Foreign Minister Abba Eban interpreted a vague assertion by President
Johnson as meaning that the United States would move if Israel waited
long enough.”

Eshkol’s cabinet was evenly split and decided to wait instead of
going to war. This decision prompted a nearly open rebellion among
the generals, ruined Eshkol publicly, allowed Nasser to gain momen-
tum among other Arabs (including King Hussein's complete sub-
mission to Egypt’s policies), and triggered a major domestic coali-
tion crisis that prompted far-reaching changes in its composition.
However, the new coalition arrangement was destined not to pre-
vent the IDF from occupying the whole West Bank once Hussein
joined Nasser.

Nasser’s gambit could have been the result of a calculated maneu-
ver to end the war in Yemen without losing face, to gain some prestige
in a limited move against Eshkol, to reestablish himself as the leader of
the Arab nation, or, indeed, to attempt a limited war with Soviet back-
ing before Israel “went nuclear” (knocking out Dimona at the same
time).” We do not know which was the primary motive—nor did Rabin,
who was not trained to speculate about the enemy’s motives. When
the alarming concentration of troops in the Sinai was followed by an
Egyptian reconnaissance flight over Dimona, he strongly recommended
an almost general mobilization.” Eshkol agreed, thereby presenting
Nasser with the dilemma of whether to withdraw in the face of an open
challenge or to push a mobilized Israel (which could not afford indefi-
nite mobilization) to fire the first shot. If Israel fired the first shot Egypt
would have the political conditions necessary to respond —without cre-
ating the impression that Egypt was the one to launch the shooting
war. At that juncture, Dimona—and Israel’s nuclear option—might
have been destroyed.

One can discern here a certain pattern, which repeats itself in varia-
tions based on changing circumstances: an inter-Arab feud (the Yemen
war) combined with the Israeli nuclear challenge, and with a radical
Arab power’s economic frustrations at home and its quest to assert itself
vis-a-vis the United States in the name of pan-Arabism. Pushed by other
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Arab powers—radical and conservative alike—such an Arab power
might guard itself against becoming the tool of other Arabs (Palestinians
included) but still be provoked to some action against Israel, if it felt
sufficiently strong (due to Soviet backing, for example) or sufficiently
endangered. If we look at this as a pattern, the Yemen war—not a victory
for Egypt—could be compared to Saddam Hussein's futile attack on
Iran twenty years later. Once the war was over, the large standing army
would need to be refurbished or discharged, either way adding a burden
on the civilian economy and possibly endangering political stability.
Israeli or American “provocations” could be used by the Arab rivals of
such a power to justify their own policies of nonaction, due to their rel-
ative weakness. Jordan did just this, while blaming Nasser for “hiding
behind the U.N. troops in Gaza instead of fighting Israel,” until Nasser
ordered the U.N. troops to withdraw and finally forced King Hussein to
join him in his challenge to Israel. Or Arab powers such as Syria, actively
engaged in a constant military friction with Israel, could cite their own
activities as a challenging proof of their rival’s inactivity.

Once Egypt was pushed to action, the action itself was an act of
limited aggression. Nasser’s order for the U.N. troops to redeploy to
camps inside Gaza was aggravated by U.N. Secretary General U
Thant, who accepted the advice his deputy, Ralph Bunche, to call
Nasser’s bluff. The U.N. secretary general presented Nasser with a
dilemma: the U.N. would accept no half-measures; either Nasser had
to let them remain in their forward positions or they would be with-
drawn altogether. U Thant believed that Nasser would back down,
because he was not interested in having the troops withdrawn alto-
gether. But when challenged, Nasser chose to ask for their complete
withdrawal. Now no barrier remained between the Palestinians in
Gaza—armed by Nasser and to whose cause he was officially
obliged—and Israel. Furthermore, U.N. presence in the Straits of
Tiran, another trouble spot, was eliminated. And Nasser would not
allow Israeli shipping in “Arab waters” once the neutral barrier—
which prevented him from exercising Arab sovereignty over the con-
tested straits leading to Eilat—was gone. (In the eyes of many Israelis,
this was one of the causes of the 1956 war.) But even Egypt’s closing of
the straits to Israeli and Israeli-bound shipping was a “limited” act
of aggression, legally based on Nasser’s own acceptance of the U.N.
troops in 1957 and upon claims that the straits were “Arab,” because
they so narrowly separated Egypt from Saudi Arabia. Thus Arab use
of legal arguments—to the point of denying Israel’s very “legality” —
is a factor that should be taken into account in observing the behavior
of Arab leaders in general.
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Further, this pattern showed a limited act of aggression, and then
the immediate adoption of a defensive posture, so that the other side
would have to start a full scale war, and thus—as Nasser hoped —create
a united Arab front against the “aggressor,” help mobilize Soviet and
Third World support, and split the West. As we shall see, this pattern
assumed somewhat different postures in 1973 and—in Saddam Hus-
sein’s case—1990.






CHAPTER SIX

The Road to the Yom Kippur War

In 1967, it took Eshkol several weeks to get the cabinet to agree to
use the mobilized troops in a preventive war. The IDF had been pres-
suring the cabinet to undertake this move from the beginning of the
crisis, when the issue was brought to a head as Nasser imposed a block-
ade on Israeli shipping to Eilat. In doing this, he unilaterally returned to
the pre-1956 status quo and touched upon an explicit Israeli casus belli.

The cabinet that finally capitulated was not the same as that which
had been stalling all along. It was composed of a new coalition put
together solely for the purpose of conducting the preemptive 1967 war.

Faced with Nasser's serious challenge, Eshkol’s original center-left
coalition found itself in a quandary, vacillating between Allon’s con-
ventional preemptive strike doctrine and fears for Israel’s very exis-
tence, related, as we were told by his military adjutant General Lior,
to the safety of the Dimona facility. One may infer from this that the
reactor itself—and Israel’s cities in general—seemed to be vulnerable
unless all Arab air forces could be neutralized. The cabinet tried at first
to sense the attitude of the Americans and to consult General de Gaulle.
Washington refused to perceive Nasser’s gambit as a threat to Israel’s
survival, nor did the United States accept Israel’s bleak estimate of
Nasser’s intentions. W. W. Rostow’s May 25, 1967 letter to President
Johnson sheds light on the conflicting Israeli and American intelligence
estimates on the eve of the Six-Day War and the “highly disturbing
estimate” submitted by Israeli intelligence to President Johnson's atten-
tion via the CIA. (Rostow was NSC chief at the time; archival sources
tell us that he was later replaced by his predecessor, Bundy, because he
and many others in Johnson's staff were Jewish.) Nasser is described in
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Rostow’s letter as “shrewd, but not mad.” Washington expected the
Egyptian president to seek U.N. intercession rather than to attack, and
to push for heavy concessions such as grain supplies and financial assis-
tance from the United States as his price for keeping the peace. Thus
Egypt's gambit was perceived by Washington as a calculated move
toward the United States no less than toward Israel. Nasser’s confi-
dence in this was backed by qualified Soviet support.'

One can, of course, judge from this that in Rostow’s eyes Nasser
would have been “mad” to directly attack an Israel whose nuclear
potential had already been perceived by him as a cause for serious
alarm. Although, according to Pean’s dates and the quotes from the
NSC files mentioned above, Israel might not have had delivery means
yet and would have to rely on obsolete medium bombers. According to
McGeorge Bundy, “Certainly there were no nuclear overtones for
Washington in the war of 1967, when I found myself temporarily back
in the White House as the responsible staff officer.”? So, if it seemed
that the Israeli nuclear deterrent was not ready yet and was an impor-
tant factor here for Nasser, Rostow expected that the Arabs would at
least fear American intervention on Israel’s behalf.

But even in conventional terms, Israel was a formidable enemy.
Nasser’s intentions might have been political, rather than military, even
though—at least as the Israelis saw it, according to General Lior—
bombing Dimona could have been a rather limited and yet plausible
goal for the Egyptians. Eilat, the isolated harbor in the south, and the
sudden pact with Jordan, created direct threats to Israeli territory
proper, especially with Iraqi troops in the process of joining the rela-
tively small army of King Hussein. Still the Arabs had to command the
air before they became a real menace. But Palestinian raids from Gaza
threatened to harass Israel as before the 1956 war, and Syrian-backed
raids and direct shelling from the Golan Heights would certainly con-
tinue.

However, the Americans’ own game in regard to the validity and
legality of Israel’s nuclear option might well have greatly contributed
both to Nasser’s confidence and sense of alarm (although he would not
move until he convinced himself that he had qualified Soviet support,
and when he did move, his actions would be rather measured and short
of any open act of war as he understood it). We can see here something
like a “historical opacity”: The refusal of the countries involved to admit
to mistakes relating to nuclear matters, such as Dimona’s role in gener-
ating the 1967 war (including the ensuing occupation of the West Bank)
and their unwillingness to pay the political price related to the process
leading to it. In other words, the main problem for Johnson’s NSC was
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to illegalize Israel’s nuclear option. And this might have encouraged
Nasser, with a degree of Soviet support, to take the risks that later
embroiled the whole region in an unnecessary war and resulted in the
occupation of the West Bank. But for that matter, we must first return to
Israel’s conventional doctrine and to Eshkol’s coalition and its crisis.

The Americans refused to solve the immediate problem for Israel.
When Egypt closed the Straits of Tiran, the United States tried to mobi-
lize some international support for keeping the straits open. However,
Washington warned the Israelis not to move in the meantime, thereby
creating the impression that its previous promises to come to Israel’s aid
were just so much empty talk—or that Washington would come to
Israel’s aid if it waited long enough.

In fact, no one in Washington remembered what President Eisen-
hower had promised Ben-Gurion about freedom of navigation in the
Straits of Tiran when he forced Israel to evacuate them in 1957. And it
was not an issue relating to Israel’s boundaries, which had been covertly
guaranteed by Kennedy. It was indeed a “borderline” case, as an unim-
pressed de Gaulle told Israeli Foreign Minister Abba Eban. General de
Gaulle hinted that Israeli reprisals against Syria had given Nasser his
opportunity to counter with a limited act of aggression while waiting
for Israel to commit the first formal act of war. De Gaulle also hinted
that Nasser’s action was related to ambiguous and difficult issues,
including: the status of the Straits of Tiran; or the fact that the Sinai
was sovereign Egyptian territory, where he had the formal right to
move troops anywhere; or U.N. presence in his territory or in Gaza,
which depended on his consent. Nasser felt he had enough Soviet back-
ing to finally bring himself to take the risk. Should Israel fire the first
shot, Nasser would, of course, retaliate and probably even destroy
Dimona. France’s support would not be forthcoming, as France was
not consulted and feared a superpower confrontation.

Ironically, this was, to some extent, Ben-Gurion’s own conclusion
when a depressed Rabin came to ask for his advice. Ben-Gurion blamed
Eshkol for the general mobilization and previous escalation. But he did
not expect further Egyptian attack or a superpower confrontation
here—unless the Russians intervened directly and, for example,
attacked Dimona. Soviet intervention was a proposition that, according
to Minister Yosef Burg, haunted all Israeli decision makers.’ But Ben-
Gurion’s conclusion about Nasser’s further moves was pretty close to
the American estimate of Nasser’s limited goals.

After all, if the Egyptian leader had wanted a surprise attack, he
would have undertaken it right away. But instead, his moves were
rather cautious and limited in scope, with his armor deployed close to
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the Canal Zone, not to the Israeli border but in the Sinai and in a defen-
sive formation. However, if Israel attacked him, he might retaliate and
destroy Dimona.*

Ben-Gurion was basically in favor of preserving a status-quo, there-
fore would not attack; he was not bound to doctrines of conventional
preemption and conventional compellence as a matter of course. His
main concern, as I interpret his behavior at the time, was the final goal
of nuclear deterrence. Thus he was not interested in preemption that
would deteriorate to a conventional bloody war and even, possibly,
endanger the nuclear option. He must have remained unimpressed by
the Soviet guarantee to Egypt. The Soviets could hardly support an all-
out Arab attack against Israel by using their own nuclear might. At least
they never had used nuclear power to support other nations’ aggres-
sions that could lead to the eradication of a legitimate state. In ambigu-
ous situations, they might have been drawn to do so; and they did
threaten Israel directly in 1956, when it attacked Egypt openly. But, of
course, they could support a limited attack against Dimona, carried out
either by Arab air power, supplied by them, or even by means of a lim-
ited land offensive.

Ben-Gurion’s own solution was to “dig in”—no preventive wars
“against the wrong enemy, in the wrong place, and at the wrong time.””
If any action was called for, then it should be a limited land operation to
open the straits. His reasoning in regard to Dimona might have been
threefold: first, to rely on the nuclear option as far as Israel’s very sur-
vival was concerned, and refrain from linking it to a side (though
important) issue like Tiran; second, to do nothing to endanger Dimona
itself, until the missile issue had been resolved; and third, to keep his
promise to consult de Gaulle. (His extreme sensitivity to de Gaulle’s
reaction could lead us to the conclusion that the general had agreed in
1960 to broaden the 1956-1957 agreement with Ben-Gurion to include
some kind of mutual consultation in a crisis situation.) Ben-Gurion
could tolerate Arab guerrilla attacks from Gaza, and even the closure of
the straits, or respond to them by invoking reprisals. But he would not
have risked a general war between 1955 and late 1956 unless foreign aid
was secured and a decisive defense goal was pursued—the link to
France in 1957, which had yielded Dimona. The centrality of the nuclear
option here may seem like a deductive game on my part, but it is sup-
ported by circumstantial evidence about his behavior as prime minister
in 1955-1956 and by his warnings against the forthcoming conflict in
1967.° He might also have calculated that if Eshkol took his advice and
waited further without acting, his regime would collapse, and the crisis
might bring about a long-overdue, far-reaching constitutional reform.
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Ben-Gurion's strategic approach was incompatible with the public’s
understanding of what was happening. Thus the sense of alarm, humil-
iation, and desire to act (which Ben-Gurion had long since instilled in
Israeli hearts) could hardly be ignored and be translated into cause for
a frontal attack against Eshkol’s regime. Eshkol, himself, disagreed with
Ben-Gurion’s defensive approach; Ben-Gurion was traditionally per-
ceived as an “activist” leader who had responded vigorously to Arab
challenges in the past; even though, in fact, his responses were limited
and controlled compared to the impression they gave. But Eshkol was
judged according to what was regarded in public as Ben-Gurion’s deci-
sion to launch a preemptive attack against Egypt in 1956. He was even
hard-pressed to appoint Ben-Gurion as defense minister in order to
force a decision to act, a decision that, in fact, Eshkol wanted but Ben-
Gurion did not. Eshkol finally picked Dayan to carry the decision out.
He thus split Ben-Gurion’s own camp by appointing Dayan to the
Defense Ministry; this left Ben-Gurion alone, as Peres followed Dayan’s
decision to cooperate with Eshkol within a broadened parliamentary
coalition.

Ben-Gurion’s 1956 decision to join the French and the British in
their war against Nasser was related to the acquisition of nuclear assis-
tance from France in return for Israel’s cooperation with the French
against Nasser (although, in reality, according to Pean, it was the failure
of the 1956 endeavor that clinched the promise). Ben-Gurion’s decision
was never intended to be a binding precedent for a preemptive con-
ventional policy. Since that time, however, Allon’s doctrine of conven-
tional preemption had taken root. And—due among other things to the
official ambiguity imposed on Dimona—the Israeli public had no basis
for seeing things otherwise. As a result, Eshkol was losing public sup-
port daily by waiting at his cabinet’s behest for Washington’s response
to his pleas. When other Arab states joined a seemingly unopposed
Nasser, Eshkol faced a full-blown rebellion among members of his coali-
tion, especially among junior representatives of the religious parties.

The press then interfered —after having been behind Eshkol in his
battles with Ben-Gurion it now deserted him. A semi-independent army
general headquarters, which would never have been allowed such a
role under Ben-Gurion, was protesting loudly. Finally, Eshkol had to
resign his defense job. But as he anticipated a bloody war requiring
national unity, he not only appointed Dayan to succeed him as minister
of defense but created a grand coalition that spanned the political spec-
trum and included Menachem Begin. Thus, Begin’s nationalist views
and commitment to an unpartitioned Palestine were given partial legit-
imization by Eshkol himself.



118  The Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East

Allon, a close political ally who would have been Eshkol’s natural
successor in the Defense Ministry, was replaced by the popular Moshe
Dayan; and Ben-Gurion was pushed aside as the leader of Rafi by
Dayan, due to Ben-Gurion’s defensive posture and Eshkol’s stance.
Ben-Gurion thus fell victim to his advanced age, to his defensive
approach centered on Dimona, and to Dayan’s willingness, once given
access to real power, to join Eshkol against Ben-Gurion’s explicit wishes.
According to Lior, Dayan’s view was that Israel was strong enough
conventionally to take care of the Egyptian threat by invoking conven-
tional offensive means.® Ben-Gurion’s defensive posture would allow
the Arabs to escalate their activities against Israel further, and the ini-
tiative would remain in their hands.’

Ben-Gurion was right about the reasons for the crisis. But as Dayan
saw it, a defensive posture was not the answer to it. Dayan refused to
accept his former mentor as an unofficial adviser. Ben-Gurion might
have advised him to restrain the war to the necessary minimum, such as
forcing the straits, in order to avoid any far-reaching changes in the
regional status quo. A war might also spark an uncontrollable domestic
debate; the occupation of the West Bank would immediately become a
source for ideological-political disputes because of religious and nation-
alistic arguments and interests.

At any rate, Dayan soon gave the order and a preemptive strike
was begun, targeted first against the Arab air forces. The ensuing vic-
tories went to Dayan’s credit. A three-way rivalry between Eshkol, who
remained prime minister, Dayan, a defense minister chosen by him due
to pressure from the press and junior members of his multiparty coali-
tion, and an extremely frustrated Allon (in addition to the army’s direc-
tion by Rabin) may go some way to explaining the complete occupation
of the West Bank, which was never authorized in advance by the cabi-
net. Instead, it resulted from the relative freedom of action given to IDF
commanders in the field by the new coalition, and from the fear and dis-
trust that existed among Eshkol, Dayan, and Allon—let alone Rabin."

As planned, the Arab air forces were destroyed on the ground, the
Egyptian front was pierced, and Nasser’s armies routed. King Hus-
sein’s intervention was a problem, but he and the Iragis who had joined
him had no air cover. The Syrians, who helped trigger the war, actually
stood aside, except for heavy shelling from the Golan Heights. We do
not know whether they were interested only in guerrilla warfare and
artillery attacks because of their “North Vietnamese” and “Algerian”
concepts of fighting a nuclear Israel. (They probably believed that Israel
was in possession of an assembled bomb.) They might also have calcu-
lated that, if they went too far, the Americans would intervene.



The Road to the Yom Kippur War 119

Was it necessary to occupy the West Bank as a whole? Not from a
defensive military point of view. It was, however, an old element in
Allon’s strategic thinking and a dream of the veterans of the War of
Independence (who were now generals) to occupy the West Bank, at
least as far as Jerusalem, and several other parts of that region. Holding
the West Bank gave Israel “strategic depth” in the area most vulnerable
and most vital to its very survival, the area around Tel Aviv and
Jerusalem. The Negev Desert had remained empty; no one had fol-
lowed Ben-Gurion'’s call to settle there.

In an updated version of A Curtain of Sand, published after the 1967
victory, Allon argued in favor of the “strategic depth” gained by the
occupation of the West Bank and against relying on the nuclear option,
which might have remained for him the “last resort bomb in the base-
ment.”" That is, the nuclear option might have some value if faced with
the prospect of losing a conventional war or if the Arabs gained access
to nuclear weapons. Allon and company were not very concerned about
Arabs gaining nuclear weapons. They felt that if Israel refrained from
“introducing” the nuclear factor to the region, the Soviets would not
supply nuclear aid to the Arabs. Therefore, for all practical purposes—
especially as far as an open Israeli nuclear posture and the adoption of
an Israeli nuclear strategy were concerned—the Arab-Israeli conflict
should be kept conventional. Allon, and many like him among the
younger IDF commanders, was confident that the territorial changes
following 1967 plus the conventional performance of the Israeli army
would further guarantee Israel’s conventional superiority by giving it
the necessary “strategic depth.”"

Moreover, the West Bank, as well as the Sinai, would be Israel’s
trump cards for peace when partitioned in a way that would give Israel
control over its most important strategic areas and return its Arab-pop-
ulated areas to Arab rule.

Allon changed his traditional views in this direction rather early,
when the hostilities began on June 6, 1967 —according to the minutes of
various government and party bodies, recently published in the Israeli
press.” Once he realized the extent and the meaning of Israeli rule over
so many alien Palestinians in the West Bank (and having no Ben-Gurion
to fight on the issue of Israeli control there), Allon was contemplating
the establishment of “an autonomous (Arab) region in the West Bank . . .
subject to our policy,” and the annexation of the rest to Israel. Dayan, at
first, contemplated holding the West Bank in part only, mainly East
Jerusalem (which was annexed de facto by a general consensus in the
cabinet) through the hilly divide between both parts of Western Pales-
tine. He then changed his mind in favor of holding the whole West
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Bank, without legal annexation. Annexation would have made the West
Bank’s Arab population Israeli citizens eligible to vote. Without legal
annexation, the Arab population could be given “independent rule” —
i.e., self-rule but no access to matters of foreign policy and security. Or,
if they refused this, they could be given some link to Jordan. The Cabi-
net’s Defense Committee offered to Egypt and Syria a complete Israeli
withdrawal from Sinai and the Golan Heights, in exchange for peace
and security arrangements, such as demilitarization in the occupied
territories." But the Arabs were not ready to negotiate at all—let alone
on the basis of Allon’s partition plan.

Arab public posture was expressed at the Khartoum Conference of
September 1, 1967. According to Hassnein Heikal:

Nasser came to the conclusion that the only course was to leave the
[post-1967] negotiations to the Russians . . . [reserving] his position
on only two points—nobody could ask him to give up a square foot of
Egyptian territory, nor could he surrender any of the rights of the
Palestinians.”

Both issues, however, and especially the “rights of the Palestinians” —at
the time a synonym for no rights for Israel—kept the Arab-Israeli con-
flict wide open. They prevented the use of occupied Arab territory as a
trump card for peace and led to a political stalemate. Very soon Allon,
still a senior minister in Eshkol’s grand coalition, encouraged Israeli
settlements in the West Bank, in and outside of his own designated
plan. And Dayan could not afford to appear less patriotic. The Soviets
replaced lost Arab equipment, and a war of attrition slowly developed
along the Suez Canal.

In fact, the Arabs won something that was recognized everywhere,
but especially in their own eyes, as a legitimate if limited war aim, in
terms that allowed them more practical flexibility than before: the recov-
ery of occupied Arab land and the end of Israeli rule over occupied
Arabs. It probably took them some time to realize that for the moment
they could hit Israeli-occupied territory, rather than Israel itself—
thereby bypassing the issue of Israel’s very existence, which was bound
to Israel’s nuclear option and to American guarantees. The nuclear
option had been a major constraint for them when Israel’s very exis-
tence was at stake. Any attack within the pre-June 1967 lines could be
perceived by the Israelis as an attempt to wipe out Israel’s very exis-
tence. And even a limited Arab challenge might have escalated, in spite
of initial planning, to the official commitment to eradicate the Zionist
entity, as seemed to be the case at the outbreak of the Six-Day War.
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Now the Israelis felt “secured” in their new boundaries, in conven-
tional terms. And this gave the Arabs more, not less, options to use
their relatively larger conventional potential, if they played their cards
right. For the time being, the Arabs were satisfied that de Gaulle was
withdrawing his support from the Jewish state for not following his
advice (or rather for not adhering to Ben-Gurion’s agreements with
him to maintain Israel’s original boundaries and the structure of the
sensitive Middle East). The MD 660 was gone, as we are told by Pean.
And it is possible that in fighting to prevent the supply of the “25 exper-
imental missiles ordered by Israel in France” the Americans were suc-
cessful in preventing their delivery. Or perhaps de Gaulle refused to
supply them before the 1967 war. Finally, following a big Israeli raid on
the Beirut Airport in 1968, de Gaulle imposed a general embargo on
weapons deliveries to Israel. The Arabs were temporarily in the clear
until Israel could develop its own Jericho system or receive suitable
aircraft from the United States.

Therefore, from a general Arab point of view, the issue of Israel’s
very existence could be deferred and the matter entrusted to the PLO,
now recognized as an autonomous guerrilla outfit under a new chair-
man, Fatah’s commander Yassir Arafat. The PLO would be able to fight
Israel proper, when entrenched in Jordan, below Israel’s conventional
and nuclear threshold; and Egypt would concentrate on the canal war.
Other nations had seemingly done the same: Algeria had won against a
nuclear France, North Vietnam was beginning to wear out conventional
American forces, and Mao had insisted that nuclear arms were not a
serious consideration to mass guerrilla armies fighting foreign invaders.
The Arab definition of Israel as a foreign base, an unnatural, imperialist
plot, and/or the notion of Jewish betrayal of the Jewish Diaspora tradi-
tion itself, could provide an explanation for the whole Israeli phe-
nomenon that would allow Arab leaders to create a strategy that fol-
lowed the victories of the Chinese, the North Vietnamese, and the
Algerians over Western nuclear powers. On the basis of Marxist-Lenin-
ist ideology —following Marx’s own remark about war as the “locomo-
tive of history” and Lenin’s and Trotsky’s teachings on war in the
prenuclear world—one could construct a theory of war against “colo-
nialist” phenomena in the Third World and apply it to Israel. Because of
the close ties between Moscow and the Ba’ath Party, now ruling in Syria
and Iraq, and the developing ties between the Soviets and the PLO
since 1968, the Arabs could endorse this theory of mass guerrilla war-
fare in the nuclear age. (Although the Christian element among them
was more prone to adopt Marxism-Leninism and Trotskyism, Arafat
maintained a strong Islamic identity.) Or they could see that this theory
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did not work that easily in the nuclear age (based also on Moscow’s
example) and become eager to get their own bomb.

Yet the issue was not simple. When a general Arab mobilization to
a popular war against Israel was called for by radical Arab states, such
as Algeria, it was intertwined with the problem of Arab unity and the
issue of leadership that was a pre-condition for such an enterprise. The
radical Arab approach was for the abolition of Israel altogether, and
thus required, for the Algerian military thinker who proposed it at the
time, a counterbomb.” And this issue could serve as a basis for a joint
Arab effort—which had, to a certain degree, always been missing. Arab
cooperation raised the problem of how to control the Palestinians in
order to avoid Israeli reprisals against Arab host states. Arafat was not
really a trustworthy ally of anyone, except possibly President Nasser,
who however would not allow him to operate from Egyptian territory.
And the PLO did not have a united, orderly structure. Since 1967 other
Arab states intervened in the exiled Palestinian scene and helped them
to create their own outfits—along purely Palestinian lines—which com-
peted with Arafat’s Fatah. Arafat’s initial military activities in the occu-
pied territories soon ended, due to the effective control Israel imposed
over the West Bank. It was sealed off from his bases in Jordan because of
the topographic conditions in the Jordan Valley—not a Vietnamese-
like jungle but a desert area that was easily controllable from the air.
Arafat’s aim was to maintain the struggle, as long as other Arabs were
unable to fight, and to mobilize them, either as umbrellas for his guer-
rilla war or as regular forces for his cause. However, King Hussein, the
calculating and cautious Saudis, and the Syrians —whose destiny had
just fallen into the hands of a very careful, and yet radical-nationalist
Hafez Assad—were all careful to pursue their own interests. They tried
to control the Palestinian issue the best they could —sometimes because
they wanted to use the Palestinian cause for their own hegemonic ambi-
tions—while avoiding the danger of taking serious risks for Arafat’s
cause, whose only rationale was the abolition of Israel.

Nasser might now have divided the Arab-Israeli conflict in two:
first, the recovery of Egyptian land, which was his direct responsibility;
and second, the cause of the Palestinians, which could be entrusted to
Arafat, releasing Nasser from his commitments to fight a “war of
destruction” against Israel on his own. Other Arab leaders cultivated
hegemonic ambitions in direct relation to the acquisition of the bomb, as
we shall see below. They would be studying the development of East-
West relations and possibly attach great importance to the forthcoming
Non-Proliferation Treaty.

From the Israeli point of view, the occupation of the West Bank



The Road to the Yom Kippur War 123

brought out several shared opinions between Dayan and Allon, despite
their personal and political rivalry. Dayan was not impressed by Arab
conventional power, nor did he fear it as the main challenge to Israel’s
very survival, as Ben-Gurion did. Before the 1967 war, he shared both
Ben-Gurion’s interest in nuclear affairs and—to a degree—his profound
dislike of the idea of occupying the West Bank. However, now that ter-
ritory was occupied. The occupation was due in part to King Hussein’s
intervention in the war, so now the king’s previous signs of weakness
and his difficulties in controlling the West Bank population could be
cited against him. These were not the reasons for the initial occupation.
The reasons could be found in the composition of the Israeli cabinet
and in the IDF’s own initiative. But now Dayan, like Allon, came to
want “new boundaries and different relations” with the Arabs.” This
meant Israeli control over most of the occupied territories and peace
and cooperation with neighboring Arab nations. Yet Dayan would nei-
ther partition the West Bank nor annex parts of it. To him, the area was
too sensitive, Hussein was too weak to rely on—even if a peace agree-
ment with him was signed and the West Bank returned to Jordan—
and a Palestinian state therein would seek to delegitimize and under-
mine both Jordan and Israel. Still, no other good solution for the West
Bank problem was in sight, except perhaps for some kind of benign
Israeli occupation for the foreseeable future in tacit cooperation with
Jordan.

Dayan’s primary interest was Egypt—as the most important of the
Arab nations and the one whose collaboration with the Soviets seemed
to allow Moscow a growing, dangerous role in the Middle East. Direct
Soviet intervention in the canal war was a possibility that Dayan could
not ignore; as patrons of Egypt, Soviet prestige and credibility in a vital
region and in the Third World as a whole were at stake. Indeed, Soviet
advisers, and later Soviet Air Force pilots, became more and more
directly involved in the canal fighting.

American involvement was vital, not only for direct military aid
but also to balance out the Russians. The Soviets could conceivably
threaten Israel to force withdrawal from the occupied territories without
any change in Arab behavior. In this case, the United States was needed
to equalize the situation so that Israel would not be totally exposed to
Soviet involvement for Egypt on the ground—or to Soviet nuclear
threats (as had been the case in 1956).

Early in 1968, Dr. Henry A. Kissinger met a group of Israeli aca-
demics, of which I was a member, in Jerusalem. Kissinger was national
security adviser to New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller at the time;
he had arrived in Israel from a secret visit to Moscow. Kissinger warned
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this group that the “Soviets might go to the brink to help the Egyptians
in their bid to liberate the Sinai.” When asked what exactly he meant by
“brinkmanship,” Kissinger replied that the Russians might launch inter-
mediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) against Israeli Air Force bases
in the peninsula. The action would be swift, an accomplished fact
against which the United States would do nothing. “No American pres-
ident would take the risk of World War III because of you,” Kissinger
said, in a way that made his listeners think he made no distinction
between occupied territory and Israel proper. The theory behind this
was the fear of an accomplished nuclear fact, which would leave the vic-
tim with real results, not with the anticipated ones, thus avoiding the
deterrence phase. The problem, rooted in deterrence-theoretical calcu-
lations typical of the 1960s, seemed to be that once a party to a conflict
had delivered a first strike—and thus moved from “deterrence” to the
actual use of its nuclear power—the response would be of no actual
meaning because the initial damage would be bad enough. And a sec-
ond strike delivered by the enemy would be devastating. Thus for some
Western thinkers, the issue of preventing first strikes and maintaining
deterrence seemed critical as well as achievable, at least in the case of
the superpowers themselves. But an American response to a Soviet mis-
sile attack against Israel seemed inconceivable, once the missiles had
landed. Kissinger seemed to play on the Soviet fear in order to make the
Israelis more flexible vis-a-vis Egypt. But he might have encouraged
them at the same time to get the Americans more involved in favor of
Israel in spite of themselves. Kissinger’s worries were published by the
author the next day in Ha’aretz. But I have no idea whether the Israelis
were pushed at the time to develop their own missiles. The motive to do
so had been ascribed to them a decade before.

During the meeting with Kissinger, the Israelis argued that Soviet
IRBMs would be detected by the United States first, and thus could
trigger an American response (unless the Soviets warned Washington
that Israel was the target, thereby losing the fait accompli effect).
Kissinger deliberated, and then said that the Russians would deploy
the missiles in Egypt. This, of course, was an entirely different proposi-
tion: Soviet-made missiles launched not from Russia but from Egypt
would expose Egypt, at least, to Israeli retaliation.” Dayan was well
aware of such American arguments.

The French had left Israel all on its own, but Dayan felt that the
Americans could be mobilized only if Nasser made enough mistakes to
push Washington closer to Jerusalem. On the face of it, this maneuver
seemed impossible to execute. Washington sided with the Arabs against
Israel’s bid for serious territorial changes and was not in favor of push-
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ing the Arabs to make far-reaching political concessions to Israel, as
Dayan’s “new relations” required. Such new relations excluded the
problem of the 1948 Arab refugees, and went beyond the incontestable
Arab national consensus. The solution the Arabs proposed for the prob-
lem of the 1948 Arab refugees was for them to be allowed, in principle,
to return to the pre-1967 territory of Israel. With such a solution, a deal
regarding return of the territories occupied in 1967 would be made
irrelevant to achieving a comprehensive peace.”

Moreover, Washington was supposed to be the superpower most
interested in curbing nuclear proliferation and the use of nuclear
threats. So, Israel could hardly hope to receive from the Americans air-
craft suited to carry nuclear weapons (like the F-4 Phantom fighter
bomber). Yet, as we are told by Bundy years later, having passed
through the trials of creating its nuclear weapon infrastructure unop-
posed, Israel was in a position to benefit from several developments. In
1964, China had joined the nuclear club openly, and India was accord-
ingly alarmed. A series of issues had been of concern to the superpow-
ers in this regard. Would some kind of Indian-Egyptian cooperation
emerge from this? And what role would China play as a “leader of the
Third World” and as an ideological-political rival of Moscow? At the
same time, the problem of nuclear sharing—some kind of West Ger-
man access to American nuclear weapons—had constantly worried the
Soviets. By then the Bundeswehr had nuclear-capable aircraft and mis-
siles, made in America, at its disposal. But the earlier discussions of
MLF and other forms of nuclear sharing ended with no actual transfer
of American nuclear weapons to the West Germans, nor with German-
developed ABC weapons, even if Bonn intended nuclear technology
for a peaceful use. This seemed to have established rules acceptable to
both superpowers—if not to India—and to West Germany, now under
the Social-Democrats.”

Indeed, despite the bitter rivalry between the superpowers regard-
ing the Vietnam war and the Middle East—as well as the ongoing trou-
ble concerning Berlin and the issue of East German recognition by the
West—the superpowers agreed on the Non-Proliferation Treaty. In 1968
NPT was implemented, officially outlawing nuclear proliferation. This
step was understood by Third World nations to be mainly the outcome
of an American concept, and less so of Soviet ideas.” NPT established
mechanisms for safeguarding nuclear facilities and nuclear material by
means of the IAEA’s and the suppliers’ own inspections. It allowed sig-
natories to withdraw from the treaty with only a short notice, but this
seemed to have been an unavoidable price to pay. Sovereign nations
would be able to withdraw from the treaty anyway, or they could not
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sign the treaty to begin with. In any case, one of the main results of
NPT was the establishment of a norm, and the official illegalization of
nuclear weapon facilities and related material. This created the atmo-
sphere of outlawing nuclear threats de jure—as far as internationally
accepted norms were concerned—by third parties who might actually
have nuclear capabilities. It further implied nuclear protection by the
superpowers of third parties if threatened by other third parties; but this
interpretation depended totally on superpower interests and on the
relations between them, the treaty notwithstanding. It also contained a
general nuclear disarmament clause, which would leave some nations
with no protection, if the clause was invoked without making sure that
everyone sufficiently disarmed at the same time. Here, Israel was a spe-
cial case in various ways: it seemed to have joined the club beforehand,
even if unofficially; Israel’s unofficial status as a de facto but not de
jure member of the club left it in a twilight zone, whereas Arabs were far
from joining the club either way. Furthermore, NPT could lead to the
interpretation by third parties that it had imposed serious restraint on
Soviet behavior with regard to them (once they agreed to outlaw pro-
liferation, they could hardly station nuclear weapons in countries
beyond their previous rule without infringing upon the spirit of NPT).
Thus NPT required restraint on the part of the superpowers themselves,
to be followed as a norm by the other members of the club. At least
NPT was the first move toward detente.

Israel was placed in a strange situation. It is possible that by 1967
the Arabs saw that something like NPT was forthcoming, and realized
that a country that won the nuclear race beforehand would be treated as
an established fact. Their motives in striking at Dimona in 1967—per-
haps with a degree of Soviet backing—are thus clear enough. But once
the Arabs perceived themselves as having missed the boat, they could
argue that the United States was officially responsible for Dimona’s
publicly benign nature and could try to push the Russians to compen-
sate them for America’s behavior. (See Sadat’s arguments vis-a-vis Pres-
ident Johnson quoted in the previous chapter.) In addition, they could—
as Libya would soon do in a crude way and Iraq would begin to
seriously implement—try and acquire their own bombs inside NPT or
outside of it.

The Israeli issue became increasingly burdensome for Washington.
Should the United States continue to carry public responsibility for
Dimona because of its inspection of a facility supplied by the French to
a nation that had some influence within the American political sys-
tem—but with whom the United States had no other common inter-
ests? In fact, the Americans had more interests among Israel’s enemies,
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who, in turn, made Washington accountable for Israel’s behavior. The
inspection was a political-strategic move aimed originally at stopping
Dimona and, later, at outlawing open nuclear threats. If the Americans
had had any doubts at the beginning of their inspections about whether
plutonium separation could be achieved by Israel, these doubts were in
the process of disappearing, according to Bundy: “There are reports
that in 1968 he [President Johnson] learned of rising concern about
Israeli [nuclear] progress among the estimators in the CIA, but my suc-
cessor [as NSC chief] Walt Rostow, remembers no presidential concern
on this question.”” Yet by virtue of this useless inspection, the United
States remained publicly responsible for Israel’s nuclear activities. Thus,
while Dimona was undoubtedly there to stay, and the effectiveness of
the inspection proved nil, according to Bundy, it could still be used as a
tool in Arab and Third World hands to embroil the superpowers. They
could ask for Soviet compensation for Dimona in terms of guarantees
and military backing.

As Bundy put it in the conclusion of the Israeli section of his book,
the United States was primarily concerned by now with other nations.
Israel’s nuclear effort was a fact.” But, according to Jed Synder and
Samuel Wells, U.S. treatment of the matter then and later seems to jus-
tify the presumption that Washington wanted to insure that Israel
would not use open nuclear threats.” Theoretically, in the framework of
arms control negotiations following or leading to peace, a nonpublic
nuclear threat could be given up, without complicating the peace pro-
cess. At this stage, however, such a process was far from realization.
And forcing Israel to join NPT would mean either that Israel would
become an open nuclear nation or would find ways and means to cheat
on the IAEA, an obviously bad precedent. Yet Washington's direct
responsibility for the Dimona reactor had to end in order for the United
States to avoid possible Soviet charges, and ongoing Arab charges, that
the United States “allowed” Israel to “go nuclear” under the curtain
of —perhaps purposely—the ineffectual American inspection.”

Such issues had to be of some concern to Henry Kissinger, President
Nixon's newly appointed NSC chief, and a nuclear strategist himself.
We quoted his remarks above with regard to Soviet brinkmanship vis-
a-vis Israel during the canal war. The horror scenarios he described,
which were grounded in deterrence-theoretical games to begin with,
did not materialize. Kissinger was in doubt about whether Israel would
be able to stay afloat in the surrounding ocean of Arab hatred. Nuclear
weapons might indeed be the only hope—provided Israel did not add
insult to injury by ruling over too many hostile Arabs and occupying
sovereign Arab land.” As an American politician, Kissinger was not
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primarily concerned with Israel’s problems, and therefore we can only
guess as to what extent his opinion influenced the Republican admin-
istration’s actual decisions in regard to Israel. According to Helmut
Sonnenfeldt, who would become Kissinger’s counselor at the State
Department, Nixon and Kissinger did not approve of McNamara’'s cam-
paign against France’s nuclear force to begin with; “they legitimized
the force de frappe and integrated its operations (into their own plan-
ning) much more than overtly known. This is because they believed in the
benefit of having as many anti-Soviet nuclear powers as possible [italics
added]. On Israel, since the Arabs were Soviet clients, Kissinger could
not be expected to come down on Israel’s nuclear program.”” Until
recently, we had no Israeli sources to verify this, except Ambassador
Dinitz’s testimony, to be quoted below, which supports Sonnenfeldt’s
testimony well. Yet President Bush’s May 1991 Middle East arms con-
trol initiative triggered a semi-official Israeli response in this very con-
nection. Bush'’s initiative called upon Israel and its neighbors to ban
the production of nuclear weapons, join NPT, and allow inspection in
their nuclear facilities. A journalist close to Prime Minister Shamir,
Moshe Zak, published the following on the behind-the-scenes agree-
ment between the United States and Israel, pertaining to foreign inspec-
tion of Israel’s nuclear facilities, in the larger strategic context: “There
exists an American promise to maintain Israel’s quality edge over its
neighbors. The quality edge is aimed at balancing the quantity edge,
which favors the Arabs in munitions and manpower. This American
commitment is included in a letter, unpublished until now, which was sent by
President Ford to Yitzhak Rabin (when he was prime minister) in 1975. In
fact it was given orally to Golda [Meir, the prime minister in the period dis-
cussed in this chapter], by Nixon and Kissinger [italics added], and was
made known to President Carter, when he took office. Its meaning—the
administration is committed to freeze its demand that Israeli nuclear
installations will be placed under international control.”” In fact, the
Nixon Administration ended its own inspection at Dimona.”

At the same time, we should be wary of linking the end of Ameri-
can inspection at Dimona in 1969 and the decision by the Nixon Admin-
istration to supply Israel with Phantom jets, which was announced after
a particularly vicious Palestinian act of terror against Israel. The decision
to end the inspection could have been the result of the Nixon-Kissinger
basic philosophy that Moscow should be confronted with various, not
just the American, nuclear threats (as Sonnenfeldt put it) and the Arabs
were Soviet clients. The Nixon Administration had less of a problem
with something that was an established fact anyway. The decision could
further end American responsibility for Dimona, even if it was never
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made public; whereas the sale of Phantom jets was openly acknowl-
edged. The Nixon Administration made the final decision to supply
the jets following the failure of Soviet-American negotiations on the
Middle East, while trying to push both Israel and Egypt to make mutual
concessions toward negotiating a way out of the canal war.* Both deci-
sions followed a series of secret Soviet-American negotiations on the
Middle East conflict, which ended in Brezhnev’s refusal to deviate from
Egypt's position. Egypt’s position was totally unacceptable to both
Washington and Jerusalem because Nasser would not make any mean-
ingful concessions at all in exchange for occupied territory.

The jets, of course, could be seen as conventional weapons, and
had no real deterrent value as far as Soviet territory was concerned. As
for the Arabs, if they wanted any territory back, the United States was
ready to talk to them. The Americans pretty well agreed with their ter-
ritorial demands in any case, and remained distant from Israel’s
demands for a peace that entailed something like an American-Cana-
dian or Dutch-Belgian relationship between Arab and Jew.

Israel’s refusal to join NPT—which indeed was signed by most
nations—was Jerusalem’s responsibility. The United States simply could
not guarantee the behavior of a nonsignatory by means of a nominal
inspection of its nuclear facilities. Although there is no access to pri-
mary sources in this regard, one may further speculate that any dia-
logue with the Soviets on further proliferation in the world could be
separated from the Israeli case, at least as long as the Arab-Israeli con-
flict remained an issue of survival to Israel. The case of Israel was a sui
generis situation and could not be compared to other cases of prolifer-
ation. In fact, though, America felt secure that Israel’s behavior could
still be controlled, thanks to American conventional supplies and grow-
ing economic aid. And so, all direct U.S.-Israeli discussion of Dimona
was reportedly terminated in 1969 (as I was told in an interview with
Mr. Gazit). Or rather, as Moshe Zak stated, the American commitment
was passed from one administration to another; and was made in writ-
ten form by Gerald Ford and Kissinger. Then President Bush reopened
the case in 1991.

In these terms, the end of the inspections can be linked to American
diplomatic activity in 1970. It is possible that in exchange for Israel’s
strategic gain in regard to the end of the inspections and the supply of
conventional weapons, Israel was asked to make several concessions
regarding a cease-fire at the canal front, accompanied by negotiations on
the future of occupied territory —including the West Bank. The internal
debate on this issue brought about the collapse of the Israeli across-
the-board coalition that was originally created to fight the 1967 war but
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had remained in office ever since. Since Eshkol’s death in early 1969, the
coalition had been presided over by Golda Meir, following the merger
of all center-left parties into Israel’s Labor Alignment—a merger in
which the previous political bodies remained alive and kicking. Men-
achem Begin's right-center Gachal bloc—which later became the Likud
Party —left the cabinet, because of opposition to possible concessions in
the West Bank.

In the Arab world, the American diplomatic initiative brought
about Palestinian demonstrations of power and acts of international
terror, committed from and in Jordanian territory, designed to demon-
strate to the world that their claims were main issues in the Arab-Israeli
conflict. The outcome of this was an uncontrolled threat to King Hus-
sein’s monarchy and to the governing non-Palestinian element in it.
They fought back, crushing the Palestinians in “Black September” 1970,
and pushed them out of the country, mainly to the weak Lebanon. Pres-
ident Nasser tried to extinguish this fire, but in the middle of his efforts
he suddenly died. Still, Nasserism, itself, as a viable policy of mobilizing
Soviet and American aid for Egypt’s purposes, was not completely fin-
ished. But Nasser himself had learned that Cairo’s maneuverability was
painfully limited, due among other things to superpower restraint in
regard to nuclear matters, which imposed obvious limits on the degree
of aid that he could get from the Soviets. He could try to get them
directly involved in the canal war—which, to a degree he did—and he
could make the Americans than intervene to stop the war; but the fol-
lowing negotiating process required concessions from him as well. In
the meantime NPT came into being and the Dimona inspection was
lifted by the Americans. And the Soviets could hardly be relied on, if
Nasser resorted to more than a limited war with limited Soviet aid. Yet
Nasserism always entailed a bid for Arab independence and unity as a
great power, and this must have included an interest in Arab nuclear
weapons as a matter of course. With Nasser’s death, following the eco-
nomic disaster of the mid-1960s and the defeat of 1967, this bid for Arab
great power was difficult to sustain in Egypt, but it never died. Even
before Nasser’s death, others were waiting to take the idea over, possi-
bly even driven by NPT—which constrained their bid for sovereignty —
to use the treaty for their own purposes.

Shortly before his death, President Nasser received Muammar
Qaddafi, a young admirer who had just overthrown the old pro-West-
ernregime in Libya. The Libyan offered all the resources at his disposal
for the holy task of destroying Israel —Nasser’s declared aim. He was
astonished to hear from the grand master of pan-Arabism that a “war of
destruction” against the Jewish state was not possible because it would
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entail a nuclear holocaust.” According to Hassnein Heikal, the open
“nuclearist” among Arab politicians, Qaddafi at first believed that
Nasser was referring to the fact that the superpowers might be drawn
into the regional conflict and escalate it to a nuclear exchange between
them. Indeed, this was the danger Moscow and Washington would
openly try to avoid in their detente negotiations and agreements of
1972-1973.* Yet, even in 1969, Nasser warned the Libyan zealot that
the issue was not a nuclear exchange between the superpowers; rather,
it was the superpowers’ intervention to avoid nuclear holocaust in the
Middle East that the Arabs must not ignore, if they embarked on a war
of destruction against Israel. “The superpowers would not allow this,”
quotes Heikal, as if only the superpowers were concerned about the
Israeli nuclear option, and only they would prohibit a war of destruc-
tion against Israel on that account.

This is the only way to understand the second part of the Nasser-
Qaddafi dialogue—as quoted by Heikal under the heading “Buying
the Bomb.” Qaddafi immediately asked whether the Arabs had an
answer to the Israeli challenge. Nasser admitted that he had tried to
find such an answer but had failed. Thereupon, concludes Heikal, the
Libyan sent his close aide, Abd al-Salam Jallud, to China “to buy a
bomb”: “Not even a big one . . . a tactical one would do.” But Jallud
returned empty-handed. Beijing advised him that nuclear weapons
were not for sale.

This brings us back to the Allon school’s arguments a decade before
that an Israeli bomb, when introduced, would immediately be coun-
tered by an Arab bomb. The result of this, as Allon wrote in his updated
version of A Curtain of Sand, would be an unstable “balance of terror.”
Using American nuclear deterrence theory, Allon argued that the Arabs
were irrational, emotional, and competitive among themselves to a
degree that would make their nuclear threats much more credible than
Israeli threats “due to our humanistic and rational tradition . . . With
nuclear weapons the Arabs would carry the day, thanks to Arab irre-
sponsibility.”*

In the thirty years since Allon’s warnings were initially made, the
Arab bomb—delivered by the Soviets or the Chinese—has not materi-
alized. The enormous Arab sensitivity on the issue would lead some of
them to the long route of buying the whole necessary infrastructure
abroad, a variation that we will look into later. However, the Israeli
occupation of the West Bank and of sovereign Arab land like the Sinai
Desert and the Golan Heights had come about—due, among other
things, to Allon’s own doctrine of conventional preemption followed by
border changes and peace negotiations based upon conventional power
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and territorial assets—while no peace was yet in sight. This develop-
ment, justified in terms of avoiding dependence on the nuclear option,
complicated the situation in various ways. But Dayan never gave up the
nuclear option—in addition to occupied territory and conventional
power. Nor did various Arab leaders. It took a Qaddafi, in his simplis-
tic fashion at first, and Iraq, to try to make an independent Arab bomb
the cornerstone of Arab strategy for the destruction of Israel, as they
sometimes openly described it. In this, they were seemingly in opposi-
tion to the experienced Nasser and his successor, Sadat, who realized
that such an option was, first, not available and, second, would be
highly problematic if it were. But in fact they might have had other rea-
sons to pursue the bomb, in addition to the Israeli challenge. The basic
idea could have been that nuclear weapons were the cornerstone of
independent Arab power in the nuclear age in general. These weapons
could give an Arab power a hegemonic position within the Arab world
or in a given area therein, in addition to giving Arabs more leverage vis-
a-vis Israel and the U.S. But this could mean that the Arabs must wait
until the dream materialized, as if there were no other parties who
would respond to the process of acquiring such an option. The Egyp-
tians, instead, had opted for a limited war, with limited Soviet aid, to
liberate Arab land.

In striving for a bomb, as in many things, there may have been
some important differences between Nasser and his successor, Anwar
el-Sadat. Israel was not necessarily the only target in this regard.
Another goal was Arab quest for power in the modern age. Nasserism
was aimed at Arab unity and transforming the Arabs into a regional,
and later a world, power. Yet Egypt proved too weak to pursue this
goal, especially in domestic economic terms. It could of course try to
push the rich Arabs by invoking the Israeli threat. But if Egypt did
finally acquire the bomb, it would have—as I see it—invested an enor-
mous effort in something that might cause its own eradication. Yet the
temptation to have it may have persisted, even in Egypt. It may well be
that Nasser planned his limited war as an interim solution until Egypt
could acquire its own bomb. Afterward, Egypt under Nasser might
have pursued several more aggressive strategies, thanks to the balanc-
ing effect of the bomb vis-a-vis Israel and its impact on the regional
and the international situation. This, at least, is how Nasser and Heikal
understood the bomb’s role in the rivalry between the superpowers.
Soviet nuclear power gave Moscow—and later Soviet clients in the
Third World if they repeated the model—more freedom of action, and
thus could give Egypt and Egyptian clients a similar degree of maneu-
verability. Yet, Moscow and Washington never risked a war of destruc-



The Road to the Yom Kippur War 133

tion between each other. Thus the bomb was needed to achieve less
than obliteration, while allowing more political freedom (as Heikal
quoted the Russians to this effect) if supported by enough conventional
might. The Arabs needed the bomb at least in order to count more—
much more—in the Middle East and elsewhere. If the Arabs had no
bomb, Israel was indeed indestructible; with the bomb, the Jews may
lose their nerve in a proper game of chicken, as I interpret Heikal's
nuclear crusade in the 1970s. At any rate, Heikal’s advocacy —high risk,
confrontational, nationalistic, and pan-Arabist—would have used
Israel’s own nuclear option to advance its pan-Arab goals and establish
the Arabs under Nasser as a regional, and perhaps later a world, power.
Therefore, Heikal publicly called upon Egypt to “get, buy, steal” or
produce the bomb following the 1973 limited war and the Arab oil coup
that allowed, in his view, a common Arab effort in this direction.*
Sadat’s growing rift and final break with Heikal and other Nasserites
seems to indicate that this was one of their arguments in a political
struggle paid for by Qaddafi or inspired by Heikal, and that Sadat dis-
agreed. His problem was immediate: Israel’s control over Egyptian ter-
ritory in the Sinai, the problem of the West Bank and Gaza, held by a
nuclear Israel that might, sooner or later, acquire missiles for its bomb.
As long as Israel had no missiles, following de Gaulle’s embargo, Sadat
could still risk a limited confrontation with it.

Thus Sadat might have reached the conclusion that he did not need
an atomic bomb at all for the time being if he resorted to a limited offen-
sive; whereas Heikal would see the offensive and the ensuring oil boy-
cott as a tool to get the bomb. Sadat seemed to concentrate on Israel
and was constrained by its nuclear option, anticipating the introduction
of Israeli missiles; whereas Heikal, reaching for greater horizons, con-
centrated on the bomb for its own sake. Both might have agreed that a
limited war was possible now, and an independent Arab nuclear power
should be sought later. Then Heikal pushed that vision too far and too
quickly.

We have this window into Egypt’s nuclear dilemmas of the time. It
should be-emphasized that Israel’s nonpublic nuclear posture allowed
the Arabs to discuss the matter without open Israeli threats. The issue
for the Arabs seemed to be superpower “collusion.” After 1967, the
Arab debate became much less public, too; they realized that the nuclear
issue had pushed them to premature action. Also, a public Arab debate
about a nuclear option might have given Israel’s nuclear policy public
credibility and pushed them to do something about it prematurely
again. In fact, as we shall see, Dayan resorted to “opaque” threats.

Indeed, an open nuclear option and the adoption of a nuclear strat-
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egy seemed unnecessary from an Israeli point of view. After the 1967
war, a national consensus emerged that Israel was protected now by
“defensible boundaries” —all that was required to fight a successful
conventional war. If Israel needed a nuclear option at all, it was to
address Moscow’s challenges in a nonpublic fashion. The Arabs alone
were not a serious threat; Arabs plus Russians were.”

This seems to have been General Dayan’s view. And Egypt may have
thought the same—that it had no chance of succeeding in a war of
destruction against Israel without help from Moscow (which it was not
likely to get for that purpose). But Egypt did not give up entirely and
agree to border changes and peace, which is what the whole Israeli lead-
ership hoped it might eventually do. Instead, Egypt opted for a major, but
limited, offensive. It dropped the traditional Arab war aim—the war of
destruction—which was Dayan’s primary concern. Not that Dayan ruled
out the possibility of a limited war entirely; he just seemed to be confident
of Israel’s ability to handle a scenario of this kind. At the same time, he
adopted a policy of avoiding a war of any sort, seeking interim solutions
that might circumvent the simple choice between war or comprehensive
peace, as interpreted by both sides according to their opposite views and
constraints. Dayan even went as far as to try to make concessions to
Egypt in order to start a peace process, or at least to avoid war (although
these concessions were short of Allon’s proposed peace treaty).

Dayan’s efforts, however, did not satisfy President Sadat, and they
created trouble for him in the cabinet at home. As the 1973 Israeli gen-
eral elections were quickly approaching, Dayan dropped his efforts, at
least for the time being.

Publicly, of course, the Egyptians were obscure about their inten-
tions for a limited war. This switch may well have been a logical con-
tinuation of Nasser’s frame of mind when he met Qaddafi back in 1969.
At that time he suspected that the superpowers would constrain far-
reaching Arab military schemes in order to prevent a local nuclear holo-
caust, perhaps because he understood that NPT signified the begin-
ning of detente. It could be that Sadat understood that if an
Arab-initiated war required some kind of a credible Soviet nuclear guar-
antee such a guarantee and Soviet behavior in general might be affected
by detente.

In his Arabic memoirs, Sadat described detente as an almost unmit-
igated disaster for the Arabs.* His arguments remained general, but
they describe the very spirit of detente: the official, almost ceremonial,
acknowledgement of nuclear parity and the desire to avoid first strike
situations. It was this spirit that permitted SALT I and the prohibition of
the use of nuclear threats or nuclear war in regard to regional conflicts.”
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For the Arabs, detente rendered any Soviet nuclear guarantees given to
them in the past meaningless, unless they were attacked by Israel—
which at the time was a status-quo power. NPT had constrained Soviet
nuclear aid to them, at least by implication, and NPT made it illegal
for them to obtain their own nuclear option. The nuclear status of Israel,
on the other hand, remained unaffected by either detente or NPT. In
other words, since Israel’s nuclear status had not been challenged by
Moscow before the Russians signed their agreement with the Ameri-
cans, Soviet hands were now tied. They could no longer make nuclear
threats vis-a-vis Israel—let alone the United States, in the context of a
regional conflict involving an American nuclear client—should the
Arabs resort to a “war of destruction” or even to a major offensive
against vital Israeli centers. This could lead, as we may interpret Arab
fears, to the stabilization of the status quo. Israel was in a better position
than the Arabs to influence the superpowers, due to the power of the
Israeli lobby in America. Israel was not bound by either detente or NPT
as far as its own nuclear behavior was concerned, unless the United
States compelled Israel to abide by the rules. Such arguments could
have been used by the Arabs in their bitter deliberations with the Sovi-
ets in order to get their support for an Arab limited war to liberate the
occupied territories, a war which they had to fight against a supposedly
nuclear client of the Americans.

It is significant that after 1966 the Egyptians learned to treat nuclear
matters cautiously in public (possibly in an attempt not to make Israel’s
option salient and thus constrain their own freedom of action). Deter-
rence-theoretical notions regarding “credibility” —when nuclear threats
are open and binding, attached to “red lines” and the like—and avoid-
ing “credible” threats by at least publicly ignoring them might have
played a conscious role here.* Because of the officially conventional
nature of the Middle East conflict, and the issue of Israel’s borders and
occupation of Arab land in 1967, the problem of what Israel’s “red lines”
were was left rather open. But one couldn’t totally ignore Israel’s
nuclear option. According to Heikal, the Soviets had “guaranteed” the
Aswan High Dam, and by implication the very heart of Egypt, against
Israeli nuclear attacks.”

This guarantee, of course, was nonpublic. And one could certainly
doubt its value—not only because of the spirit of detente but also
because of the very nature of such “guarantees.” Would the Soviets be
ready to use nuclear weapons against Israel once Egypt was almost
destroyed? And what difference would it make to the Egyptians at that
point? What power did the Egyptians have to make the Soviets imple-
ment their guarantees? As a deterrent, such a guarantee was literally
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“ambiguous” —not binding publicly and questionably valid according
to the rules of detente. And, indeed, from the beginning of the detente
negotiations the Soviets refused to supply Egypt with the equipment
they needed to storm the Suez Canal or to deliver sufficient counter-
measures to prevent Israel from bombing the heart of Egypt. Only in
1973 did the Soviet Union first supply Egypt with modern, if conven-
tional, short-range missiles.

Detente seemed to have made Soviet nuclear threats against Israel
impossible. The key to Israel’s behavior, if there was one, was held by
the United States—not Moscow, the patron of the Arabs—and Wash-
ington was in Israel’s hands. Such an analysis permitted the strategy
Sadat used to get out of this net: first, he put growing pressure on the
Russians to supply Egypt with offensive conventional equipment,
which indeed started to flow in early 1973; second, he fought, and he set
to work to find some common ground with the Americans.*

These developments followed Sadat’s decision in the summer of
1972 to end the Soviet military presence in Egypt." Whereas Nasser
and others like him might have believed that a growing Soviet pres-
ence on Egyptian soil constrained Israel’s freedom of action, Sadat real-
ized during the detente negotiations that Soviet military presence in
Egypt constrained his own freedom of action more, and he asked the
Soviets to leave. In statements relating to his ongoing talks with Presi-
dent Nixon, Leonid Brezhnev had always stressed his loyalty to the
Arab cause. Once released of direct responsibility to Washington for
Egypt's behavior, Moscow felt free to supply Egypt with the necessary
equipment for a limited war.

It is not clear what Brezhnev’s ultimate motives were. It could sim-
ply have been that the detente agreements were formulated in such a
way that he could break them in spirit while still maintaining the letter
of the law. On the other hand, he could have been expressing his annoy-
ance at the Jackson-Vanik Amendment, which linked American aid and
commercial agreements to the free immigration of Soviet Jews.* It is
likely that he was under extreme pressure from the Third World and the
Chinese to do something for the Arabs in order to avoid charges of a
superpower “collusion” at the expense of the “southern world.” And
finally, he might have wanted to demonstrate that Kissinger’s adver-
tisement of detente at the time was not the real thing, as far as Soviet ties
to the Third World were concerned.

The Israelis and the Americans interpreted the effects of the Soviet
departure from Egypt wrongly; they welcomed it as a major shift in
Egypt’'s military disfavor. Both were busy with their own domestic
affairs when Egypt and Syria struck.
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From this we can learn, however, that superpower “collusion” —
and much less than that, the difficult detente negotiations and agree-
ments of the early 1970s—was bound to make Arab leaders feel
deserted or rather weakened. In their quest for autonomous power,
Arab leaders since President Nasser saw in the superpower rivalry a
source of Arab power—at least in the interim period, before Arabs
could create their own autonomous power in the nuclear age. The
involvement of a nuclear superpower on their side seemed to the Arabs
to be a source of power for them. (Soviet involvement had transformed
the 1956 Suez campaign against Nasser into a debacle—even the United
States had contributed the decisive blow against the French-British-
Israeli scheme.) Detente seemed to endanger this strategic advantage,
from an Arab point of view. And perestroika and the ensuing nuclear
arms control negotiations would be perceived by radical Arabs such
as Saddam Hussein and Muammar Qaddafi to be yet another reason to
seek independent Arab, including nuclear, power. In a way, the Suez
campaign, which strengthened Israel’s decision to seek an autonomous
nuclear power, might have created in Arab eyes a sense of security.
This sense of security was now rapidly diminishing due to yet another,
but different by nature, superpower “collusion.”

But the old Nasserite, pan-Arab approach was not endorsed by
Anwar el-Sadat. He carefully chose the middle of the road.






CHAPTER SEVEN

The Walls of Jericho

Israel’s “defensible boundaries” proved to be the suitable ground
for a conventional Arab attack. While conventional preemption
remained the official defense doctrine, the “defensible boundaries”
were supposed to have rendered it unnecessary. But according to sev-
eral non-Israeli and Israeli sources, nonpublic nuclear threats were radi-
ating from General Dayan.' Based on Dayan’s previous behavior,
according to Evron,’ and Dayan’s own post-1973 public statements, the
defense minister seemed —between summer 1972 and the Yom Kippur
War—to be the major supporter of the nuclear option among Israel’s
decision makers. According to his behavior, we could say that he
believed that Israel’s “ambiguous” nuclear options (in the sense that
the components of a full-fledged nuclear arsenal, including missiles,
were not fully in place) vis-a-vis the Arabs had lacked credibility
because of Arab-Soviet cooperation and whatever nuclear guarantees
had been given the Arabs by the Soviets. Therefore, when Egypt forced
the Soviets out of the country in summer 1972 and such guarantees
were decidedly weakened, Israel’s implied nuclear options would
finally gain credibility. (It had been six years since the Arabs first dis-
cussed Israel’s implied nuclear option at their 1966 summit.)

If this was Dayan’s view of the Egyptian-Soviet rift of 1972, it
explains his confident prediction that there would be “no war in the
next decade.”® We have, of course, no further public statement to prove
this, but Dayan’s nuclear prism might have been fixed on an Arab war
of destruction supported by the Soviets. His behavior at the time and
later supports this speculation, since, otherwise, he was rather conven-
tional (although he did believe that “no war”—i.e., no general offensive
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without Soviet aid to the Arabs—would only preserve the status quo for
the time being and lead to political negotiations, not necessarily in
Israel’s favor, under American auspices, after the 1973 Israeli general
elections were over). He assumed that once the Arabs realized that the
United States held the trump cards for a political process, Washington
would side more with them and less with his territorial and political
demands. Thus he anticipated a political battle, rather than a war.

His personal rivals and political enemies, Allon and Galili, might
have agreed with this, even if they were less flexible than he was in
regard to territorial concessions to Egypt along the canal (negotiated
within the framework of an interim Israeli-Egyptian agreement). They
would not allow any further use of the nuclear option for political or
strategic gains, fearing the Russians—and the Americans. When Sadat
seemed to have brought Soviet-Egyptian cooperation to a major crisis,
both the Americans and the Israeli decision makers—always preoccu-
pied with a Soviet-supported major war that might endanger Israel’s
very survival—became more confident that no war at all was in the
offing. The only Arab leader who publicly went along with this rea-
soning was Muammar Qaddafi, who pursued an Arab counterbomb
as the precondition to any war. Primarily he alone—and to some extent
the Iragis—was devoted to such a war. And he feared that even a lim-
ited Arab offensive could not be launched against a supposedly nuclear
Israel without an Arab bomb—or at least he said so, to get more support
for his bomb procurement.’

To Israelis, a war of destruction meant an all-out, simultaneous
Arab offensive from all sides, aimed at Israel’s very heart. In October
1973, the Arabs attacked simultaneously from two sides, but not from
the third and most vulnerable side: the Jordan Valley and the West
Bank. But they did not penetrate deeply into Israeli-occupied territory.
The Egyptians crossed the Suez Canal, overwhelmed the regular Israeli
tank division which protected it, and then dug in within close range of
their own artillery batteries and missile bases on their side of the canal.
This bridgehead was made in anticipation of an Israeli counteroffensive,
which, however, had to wait until armored reserves were called up and
sent to the front. In the interval—at least twenty-four hours—the Egyp-
tian army could have advanced further, still within the range of their
SAMs, toward the Israeli sectorial headquarters, the ammunition and
supply depots, and the strategic passes leading toward the depths of the
Sinai. They could have tried to intercept the Israeli armored reserves on
their way to the front; and they had the opportunity to launch aerial
attacks against Israeli military targets beyond the immediate battle zone,
especially into Israel’s heart.
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But they did almost none of this—except launching one subsonic
air-to-ground KELT missile from a bomber over the Mediterranean in
the general direction of Tel Aviv. And even this missile was duly, and
not unexpectedly, intercepted by the Israeli Air Force and shot down
over the sea.’ This incident, which took place early upon opening hos-
tilities, was isolated, and could be interpreted as a signal to Israel not to
repeat the in-depth bombing of Egypt that had taken place during the
canal war.

Syrian behavior was even more puzzling. The Syrians advanced
across the occupied Golan Heights toward the 1949 armistice demarca-
tion line (which was in fact the historical boundary of British Palestine)
in the central and southern sectors of the heights. The whole distance
was rather short, due to the proximity of the 1967 cease-fire line to the
boundary. The main body of the Syrian attacking force remained well
within the heights, and their advanced tanks were ordered to stop when
they reached the vicinity of the international boundary. With regard to
Syrian behavior, Charles Wakebridge raised several interesting points in
his article “The Syrian Side of the Hill":

The [Syrian] plan called for the bombing of [the main bridge leading to
the heights from Israel proper] . . . to be immediately followed by
insertion of commandos by helicopter to deny [this supply and rein-
forcement line] from the Israelis. General [Mustafa] Tlass [the Syrian
Chief of Staff, in an interview with Wakebridge] admitted this omis-
sion, but would not discuss it except to say that he considered the Jor-
dan River [i.e., the international boundary] to be the natural Syrian
boundary. An initial seizure of the bridge would have severely ham-
pered Israeli reinforcement tanks, vehicles and guns . ..

One of the main unanswered questions of the war was why the
Syrians halted at 1700 on the 7th, when some of their thrusts might
well have succeeded in reaching the . . . River. There was little in the
way of Israeli defense to stop them . .. Tlass . . . admitted such an
order . . . hesitated, and said that “the time has not yet come to discuss
the reasons for it.”*

Israel was always fearful of the possibility that Syria and Egypt,
and perhaps other Arab nations that would join them sooner or later,
would present it with two other types of belligerency in addition to a
war of destruction: a “war of attrition” and an “escalating limited war.”
The Israelis perceived the Arabs as nations that could easily be drawn
into affairs against their original intentions. They feared that a success-
ful but limited Arab offensive could escalate wildly due to Arab “emo-
tionalism” and competition between the various members of the Arab
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coalition. A “limited war” could thus entail a “war of destruction” if not
quickly stopped.

If, on the other hand, a “limited war” did, by chance, remain con-
tained, it could entail a dangerous “war of attrition”: a more or less
static war, anchored in a front that is secured on both flanks. This type
of offensive does not allow outflanking or penetration of the enemy’s
front and “fanning out” behind his line, which is what Israel’s armored
doctrine expects the IDF to do to win a war quickly. Such a war would
assume the character of infantry clashes and artillery exchanges, in
which the Arabs were numerically superior and could sustain heavier
losses. Therefore, Israel could not allow the Arabs to start wars of attri-
tion at will. Such wars would end with the Arabs achieving clear-cut
gains on the ground, by slowly bleeding Israel to death. Therefore,
Israel had to win all wars as quickly as possible.

The October 1973 surprise attack seemed to Dayan to be a candidate
for both these types of offensives. Once he saw that the Egyptians, who
had crossed the canal successfully, had not fanned out (as they should
have if they planned an in-depth penetration) but instead adopted a
defensive formation, he realized that their intention was a limited war at
first” They defeated a hasty Israeli counteroffensive, but allowed the
main bulk of the Israeli army, the armored reserves, to reach the battle
zone without serious interference. The problem at the canal was that
there was a front whose flanks were anchored on the Mediterranean on
one side and the Great Bitter Lake on the other. This looked set up to
become a tremendous, very costly, war of attrition.* Later, after wearing
out the Israeli army, the Egyptians could advance and penetrate into the
depths of the Sinai. But a more immediate problem for Dayan was the
Syrian front, which gave the impression of becoming an escalating lim-
ited war.’

Because of Arab open threats and public war aims, these real
options were confused in the mind of the Israeli public with an all-out
war of destruction. After a while, the limited character of the Arab
offensive became clear to those who were able to follow it, especially
Dayan. However, Menachem Begin, the leader of the nationalist oppo-
sition, accused the Labor coalition of a major “security blunder” that
endangered Israel’s very existence. Most Israelis agreed, and many of
them would later help Begin win power on these and other false
assumptions. Since Labor, and the Americans, hid the main reason for
the Arabs’ confining themselves to a limited war, they should not have
been surprised that politics were later shaped by the perceptions of the
war rather than the realities."

These realities were quite blurred, it is true. Having caught the IDF
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off guard, the Syrians were able to fan out in the relatively narrow
Golan Heights before the IDF’s reserves were mobilized and thrown
into the battle; yet strange as it was, Assad’s tanks stopped wherever
they came close to the international boundary.

One more point in Wakebridge’s observations should be empha-
sized: The Syrians successfully used helicopter-mounted commandos to
capture the Israeli intelligence-gathering outpost on Mount Hermon.
The same tool could have been used to block both bridges leading to the
heights, and thereby create confusion in the assembly areas of the Israeli
reserve units. This never happened, but a short-range FROG missile
was fired at an Israeli air base within Israel’s pre-1967 heart, missed, and
hit a nearby civilian target. In line with the Egyptian KELT missile fir-
ing, the Syrians aimed again at the base, missed again, and hit another
civilian target; informed of their misses by the Israeli media, they then
hit the residential area in the base itself. Israel mounted a series of
major—and costly—air attacks against Syrian civilian and military tar-
gets (oil depots, electricity plants, military headquarters), with no effect
on the conduct of the war.

The heights, captured in 1967 after some hesitation on Dayan'’s part,
presented to the Syrians a legitimate and secure conventional war zone,
at least in their own eyes, once Assad had replaced the doctrinaire
Ba’ath regime that had contributed to Syria’s defeat in 1967. He was
Minister of Defense under this regime and had a seemingly coordi-
nated war scheme with Sadat now. Relatively free of foreign concepts of
“guerrilla warfare in the nuclear age” imported from Vietnam and
Algeria, Assad was ready to risk a conventional offensive, provided it
was limited and would not trigger, or justify, an Israeli nuclear
response, which the Arabs had been deliberating since the late 1960s.
Thus his forces were ordered to refrain from cutting even the few
bridges leading from Israel to the heights, nor did they fan out into
Israeli territory proper. Yet when the Israeli reserves arrived and started
to push them back in the most endangered sectors of the occupied
Golan front, the Syrians concentrated their offensive effort on the other
sector, which had held successfully until then. But, now, no Israeli
reserves were available to come to that sector’s aid. Had the Syrians
succeeded in breaking through the northern sector, they could have
enveloped the others, with no strategic reserves left to stop them from
invading Israel itself.

This threat escalated to a momentous crisis on October 8, 1973,
when Dayan was reported to have issued an order, with Mrs. Meir’s
consent, to deploy Israeli nuclear missiles. The first allegation to this
effect was published in Time magazine on April 12, 1976. In his book
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Living by the Sword, American writer Stephen Green quotes William B.
Quandt, the NSC’s Middle East expert at the time. Green makes it seem
that the Pentagon’s METG (Middle East Task Group) was very wor-
ried about Dayan’s mental condition in the early stages of the war. The
CIA’s representative in that group is quoted as having said that “Dayan
went out of his mind.” Green then cites Quandt to the effect that U.S.
Intelligence learned from intercepted electronic communications that
Israel was preparing to arm Jericho missiles should the Egyptians force
the passes leading to Sinai. Green quotes the U.S. Air Attaché dispatch
from Tel Aviv on March 3, 1965, regarding the Jericho testing on Ile de
Levant; this testing had made the missile a top intelligence target for the
Americans, who are reported to have detected at least one launching
test since, but failed to gather enough information about missile quan-
tities and storing places."

According to military analyst Amir Oren of Davar, Green's 1988
book is biased and obscure as far as many of his sources are concerned.
His treatment of the missile complex, of U.S. policy toward Israel, of
French-Israeli relations, and of the Israeli domestic scene described in an
earlier book is partially based on primary sources from the LB]J Library
already mentioned here, censored and sanitized though they may be.”
But Green has been highly selective, omitting sources that might cast a
shadow on Arab behavior and dismissing arguments regarding Arab
ideology and actual behavior in favor of his thesis concerning the mili-
tancy of Israel. Many other primary and secondary sources, which were
available before his book was published, are missing, and as a result, the
overall picture he offers is rather simplistic.

According to William B. Quandt, as cited by Green in Living by the
Sword, the Nixon Administration was more worried about Israel’s
behavior at first, because it evaluated Arab goals as limited, and did not
expect vital Israeli interests to be threatened.” In a conversation I had
with Dr. Quandt in 1979, Quandt said that Sadat signalled to Kissinger
on the third day of the war that he wanted negotiations toward a set-
tlement: “This is a statesman, Kissinger is quoted as having said, who
understands that diplomacy is the other side of the battlefield.” Accord-
ing to Quandt, Sadat planned a limited war, probably the last before the
final introduction of nuclear weapons to the area, or rather of missiles
armed with nuclear warheads." Since there were no means to intercept
these missiles—the Soviets had given him means to intercept aircraft
only—they must have been of great concern to him.

This leaves wide open the question of whether Israel indeed pos-
sessed missiles at the time. Or did Israel only possess aircraft, which
were certainly not credible enough to prevent a limited war? Thus the
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issue of the “means” necessary to make nuclear threats credible seems
to have remained of the utmost importance since 1967, when Israel was
not perceived to have them at all. Another question remains wide open:
Was superpower nuclear strategy (anchored in the deterrence-technical
thinking of the Nitze school inspired by Wohlstetter and Kahn) adopted
by the superpowers’ clients, complicating a basic situation—that of the
acceptance of the atomic bomb from the beginning of the process as a
reason to make peace. In other words, nuclear “credibility” required
means, which Israel did not possess (yet), and therefore, the high-level
conflict could be maintained and prolonged the way it was maintained
between the superpowers, until Gorbachev acknowledged its futility—
thanks, among other things, to “Star Wars.”

In my conversation with him, Quandt did not venture into the mis-
sile issue, which must be borne in mind as a major problem or chal-
lenge to Israel. But he said that Sadat indeed recognized the dangers
inherent in an overall offensive, even a limited one, beyond the Sinai
passes because of the anticipated Israeli nuclear response. “It is true,”
Quandt said in response to my assumption, “that the [Israeli] nuclear
option has dictated his calculations ever since, and was the source of his
controversy with Qaddafi.” And yet, Sadat’s early contacts with
Kissinger, as described above by Quandt and later by McGeorge
Bundy,” could have been a calculated move in the nuclear context.
When he told the Americans that his war was limited, he, in fact, told
them that Israel should be restrained in this regard. He thus did not
trust Soviet guarantees or equipment alone. At the same time, it should
not simply be taken for granted that Sadat’s behavior meant that Egypt
gave up its own nuclear ambitions for a more remote future. It is possi-
ble that Sadat was more realistic. He may have seen that the Israeli
nuclear option had actual value in terms of Israel’s very survival but
that an Egyptian nuclear option would inherently endanger Egypt’s
very survival. But his actions, or the actions of any Egyptian govern-
ment, are the sole judge of their intentions—if opacity permits a clear
analysis of such actions.

Dayan’s behavior vis-a-vis the Syrians, as reported by Time maga-
zine in 1976, could be perceived as a case of actual opaque nuclear
threats during a limited, conventional war. It does not seem to have
been a case of either insanity or panic, but rather a logical continuation
of his military thinking in which nuclear options were given some
deterrent role against Arabs backed by the Soviets. Once the Arabs had
proved themselves to be formidable foes using Soviet supplies even
though Soviet direct involvement was over, he alerted his nuclear
“basement” without admitting it in public. He thereby communicated



146  The Politics and Strategy of Nuclear Weapons in the Middle East

to the Syrians—and to the superpowers—his anxiety about an escalat-
ing limited war, should the Syrians break through the front and fan
out into Israel.

On the face of it, the Syrians were not given a chance to fan out,
because the northern Golan sector held and managed to defeat the Syr-
ian onslaught. The crisis was over, but not before President Nixon had
warned Arab ambassadors in Washington not to cross Israel’s interna-
tional boundaries.” This seems to indicate that the administration was
very concerned with Israel’s response to an Arab violation of its pre-
1967 boundaries, and possibly of its presence in the West Bank as well.

Nixon reportedly had previously given Israel some assurances with
regard to its boundaries. He did this to make Israel agree to his new
diplomatic initiatives (following the failure of his 1970 initiative), and
possibly also to prevent Israel from “going nuclear” publicly. Such
assurances entailed occupied Arab territory, too, and not just the pre-
1967 boundaries. Possibly without admitting it, the Arabs honored
Nixon's pledge to the Israelis, by limiting their offensive to the mar-
gins of the occupied territory—at least in terms of their military behav-
ior, though not in terms of their politics and diplomacy.

According to Simcha Dinitz, a former Israeli ambassador in Wash-
ington, Mrs. Meir reached an agreement with the United States in 1971
which was closer to the Israeli quest for “secure boundaries,” including
occupied territory, and which entailed American recognition of Israel’s
nuclear potential. This meant the United States had dropped its demand
that Israel should return to the pre-1967 lines “with small corrections,”
as contained in the 1969 Rogers plan (named after Secretary of State
William P. Rogers). We have no documentation to substantiate this far-
reaching statement Dinitz made to me on May 15, 1982; but the spirit of
such an “understanding” was implied in a published source, Dan Mar-
galit's Message from the White House.” As described by the ambassador,
this arrangement gave Kissinger and Nixon “a place of honor in Jewish
history.” However, such arrangements are always open to new inter-
pretations in changing situations, and the 1973 war might indeed have
created such a new situation.

Moreover, the new situation could have inflamed the old, hidden
debate in regard to the value of territory and conventional power vis-a-
vis the nuclear option. Dayan could be blamed—in public—for carrying
the ministerial responsibility for the initial setbacks and the many casu-
alties suffered by the IDF in the October 1973 war.

Yigal Allon, Dayan’s old enemy, whispered loudly behind the
scenes (including in a conversation with me in 1976) that the minister of
defense had indeed intended to use nuclear weapons against Syria. I asked
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Dayan directly about it, and the former minister, whose public career
was ruined by the initial “blunder” of the surprise attack on Yom Kip-
pur 1973, absolutely denied that he had issued any such orders. His
denial was strengthened by an interview given by Israel Galili, Allon’s
own political ally.” The issue was publicly raised by the author in the
Israeli press in 1981, as I (and others) had been told by Allon about
Dayan'’s alleged intention to use the bomb against Damascus in 1973.
Mr. Galili volunteered to testify before a parliamentary committee of
inquiry in this connection. Peres, at the time chairman of the Labor
Party, probably had the issue “killed” during the 1981 election cam-
paign (in which I was a candidate for the Knesset on Dayan’s parlia-
mentary ticket). Peres made an Israeli journalist, his biographer Matti
Golan, publicly dismiss the issue in Ha’aretz. His claim was that it was
an irrelevant episode related to the early stages of the 1973 war, when
the cabinet did not know what the Egyptian war aims were and thus
considered all kinds of options.

A similar description of the 1973 Israeli nuclear alert was published
by Golan’s colleague Dan Margalit in October 1990. Margalit compared
the 1973 alert to Israel’s dilemmas regarding the recent Iraqi threat:
“An episode was published [Time’s version is dropped here alto-
gether]—which is now 17 years old —that during the Yom Kippur War
Israel had deployed nuclear missiles and targeted them against Syria.
But even if this happened [here is the opaque formulation] they were
not planned, but were an expression of panic. This is not the situation
now.”” My main point when I published Allon’s accusations against
Dayan in 1981 was that Allon had used the alleged nuclear threats of
1973 for domestic political purposes, to portray Dayan as a nuclear
“madman.” Such a reputation cast a shadow on the strategic, foreign-
political context of Dayan’s 1981 independent election campaign as
well. Dayan endorsed a political plank that, compared with Begin's,
was flexible in terms of the future of the West Bank—and in which
nuclear deterrence played a role, as we shall see. Peres, whose Labor
Alignment felt threatened by Dayan’s party during the election, was
also interested in cooperating with the Allon group, especially with its
new leader, General Rabin, who had succeeded the late Allon shortly
before.”

At any rate, the walls of Jericho did not fall in 1973. They were not
even close to falling, because the Arabs were rather careful. They
planned a limited war on the margins of the occupied territory, specif-
ically not aimed at Israel’s heartland and pre-1967 boundaries, in order
to accomplish limited ends through a growing attrition and superpower
intervention in their favor. McGeorge Bundy puts it this way: “The
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statesman here was Anwar Sadat, who had no nuclear weapons and no
desire to test anyone to the point of nuclear danger. The war he was
fighting was a war for the pride of Egypt, not for the extinction of
Israel.”” Bundy was ready to admit this in his book written fifteen years
after the fact; on the next page he returned to criticizing all U.S. admin-
istrations for having done nothing about Israel’s nuclear program after
Kennedy—in line with his own attempts to curtail it—because “any
American president must consider the domestic political cost of any
choice that American friends of Israel will oppose” (as if Arab freedom
of action, if not constrained by the Israeli nuclear option, was not the
master variable here).

In the meantime, returning to the 1973 war on the ground, a war of
attrition did occur, which Israel was only able to end several weeks
later following a Soviet-American cease-fire agreement—and in defi-
ance of the cease-fire’s territorial clauses.” This development was pre-
ceded by an American airlift of military equipment to Israel. At this
time, Meir reportedly used the nuclear option nonpublicly again, in
anxiety over the IDF's belief that the rate of attrition of its own equip-
ment exceeded that of the Arabs, who had received seaborne and air-
lifted supplies from the Soviets.” Seemingly in response to the American
airlift, the Arabs proclaimed an oil embargo, which gave a strong polit-
ical-economic slant to the struggle on the ground. (In reality, the oil
embargo had been planned long before.) Under these circumstances,
Kissinger negotiated a cease-fire in Moscow, which went into effect on
October 22. The Russians were fully aware of the danger to the Egyptian
army following the canal crossing operation the Israelis had begun a
week befor