ISRAELS NUCLEAR GAME:
THE U.S. STAKE
Helena Cobban

Eight hundred years ago, the Crusader fortress of Krak des Chevaliers —
described by T. E. Lawrence as “perhaps the best preserved and most wholly
admirable castle in the world”* —was on the cutting edge of Mediterra-
nean military technology. What gave Krak its special impregnability in
the Crusaders’ pre-gunpowder days, according to the British historian Sir
Steven Runciman, was that it was built on solid rock, making it invulner-
able not only to the attacking mangonel or ballista (as were most of the
Crusaders’ other castles) but also to the danger of undermining by hostile
engineers.?

In our day, there is a state in the same region that is also on the cutting
edge of contemporary military technology — Israel. But Israel’s present capa-
bilities, unlike the defensive architecture of Krak des Chevaliers, could
bring mass destruction to its future opponents and, at only slightly
decreasing orders of probability, to Israel and the whole of human civili-
zation. The very scale and sophistication of Israel’s capabilities in the
nuclear-military field therefore compel us to think through their implica-
tions seriously—and especially so in an era when the two supergiants in
the nuclear league are planning to draw down their current substantial
nuclear advantage.

The facts concerning Israel’s development of a nuclear capability have
not been in much serious dispute since October 1987, when the London
Sunday Times published the revelations of former Israeli nuclear techni-
cian Mordechai Vanunu. Vanunu provided the detailed evidence that
allowed nuclear doyens Theodore Taylor and Frank Barnaby to calculate
that, over the past 20 years, an Israeli plutonium extraction plant near
the Negev town of Dimona has been producing 40 kilograms of pluto-
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nium a year, sufficient to build 10 atomic bombs according to advanced
specifications. These experts calculated that Israel has used this plutonium
to assemble “at least 100 and as many as 200 nuclear weapons of varying
destructive power.”> Vanunu’s revelations also indicated that the Israelis
have been producing significant quantities of deuterium and tritium —
substances used in the manufacture of thermonuclear warheads—and that
they appear to be working on developing these vastly more destructive
weapons.

For its part, the Israeli government tried to deflect any serious discus-
sion of these revelations. Government leaders once again wheeled out the
standard line that “Israel will not be the first to introduce nuclear weapons
in the Middle East”” (Back in 1968, U.S. officials pressed Yitzhak Rabin,
then Israel’s ambassador to the United States and now defense minister,
to explain what this circumlocution actually meant. According to Mideast
specialist William Quandt, Rabin replied that it meant that Israel would
not be the first to test nuclear weapons in the Middle East or to reveal
their existence publicly. It notably did zo# mean that Israel promised not
to be the first to acquire them %)

While it hotly protested Vanunu’s accusations, the Israeli government
nevertheless gave a virtual imprimatur to his credibility by luring him
out of hiding in a classic honey-pot operation, and then apparently kid-
napping him to put him on trial in Israel. There, the indictment against
him admitted that the Sunday Times article contained “much top secret
information concerning the [Dimona] Nuclear Research Center . . .
including the photographs he shot and provided to the newspaper.” In
March 1988, he was convicted by a Jerusalem court on three charges of
espionage and treason.’

Haggard and tightly guarded, Vanunu was getting his day in court,
however indifferent the court was to the considerations of conscience that
motivated him. By contrast, the issues Vanunu raised so dramatically in
public are still getting nothing like an open airing in the United States,
and only slightly more of an airing in Israel itself.6 Why did Israel develop
an atomic bomb? Who is it aimed against, and under what cifcumstances
would it be used? Is there reason for the United States to be concerned?
The answers to these questions are hardly as simple as they might seem.

Israel’s Nuclear Deterrent: A Delusion?

At first glance it would seem axiomatic that any Israeli nuclear capability
would be aimed in some way at “hostile Arabs.” Israclj strategic thinker
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Shlomo Aronson has summarized the differing views on the precise role
of the nuclear factor in Israel’s overall security planning in the following way:

The Likud tried to use the strategy of nuclear monopoly and total deterrence
in blatant and dangerous ways —which tied in with control over territories heavily
populated with Arabs. [Labor Alignment leader Shimon] Peres’ concept of secu-
rity, on the other hand, presumed that Israeli nuclear deterrence can ensure the
continued existence of Israel —within 1967’s borders and within the boundaries
of territorial compromise. Deterrence . . . can, in conjunction with persistent
negotiations with pragmatic Arab nations—although not with the PLO, which
has never been pragmatic — justify the Israeli claim to the right to establish ter-
ritorial security. Such a strategy would prevent Israel’s dependence on atomic
weapons alone.?

Any consideration of Israeli nuclear detetrence of its Arab neighbors and
of the threat of Israel’s battlefield use of nuclear weapons implied therein,
however, has to deal —as Aronson does not—with the immense problems
imposed by the geography involved. Lobbing a nuclear warhead into
Damascus from Kiryat Shimona, after all, would be like sending one from
San Francisco into San Jose — easy to do, but the launcher should be ready
to duck to avoid his own fallout. The credibility of a direct Israeli nuclear
deterrent aimed against its most likely Arab foes, in most scenatios, is
therefore highly questionable.

One of the Israeli strategic specialists who has dealt with this constraint
is Tel Aviv University’s Yair Evron. Evton points out that if the intention
of an Israeli nuclear detertent was to deter the Arabs from producing their
own nuclear capability, then the plan backfired, since it has only spurred
Arab attempts to nuclearize.8 Listing a number of other ways in which
Israel’s nuclear effort might have been aimed at compellence or deter-
rence of the Arabs, Evron finds that in all of these, too, the Israeli deter-
rent or compellent has not proved effective. This lack of effectiveness, Evron
writes, derives mainly from the ambiguities necessarily attending any deter-
rent that remains undeclared and for which no clear doctrine of usage
has yet been enunciated: “In the absence of a doctrine for the use of the
nuclear weapons . . . a nuclear threat by Israel might come too late, or—
because of the ambiguity surrounding Israel’s nuclear preparedness — may
not be credible.”?

Do the Arabs feel deterred by the nuclear imbalance? This is a difficult
judgment to make since Arab political leaders are heavily constrained from
openly admitting to such a glaring strategic imbalance. One of Clausewitz’s
main principles, after all, is that the commander should attend first to
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bolstering the morale of his own forces and only then to attacking that
of the enemy. Israeli writers in the “studied-ignorance” school —“We still
cannot be sure whether Israel actually has a nuclear capability or not’-
have worked hard at marshalling evidence that the Arabs, too, share their
ignorance on this score. Yet the publication of the Vanunu revelations
forced the Arab leaders (as it forced some Istaclis) to shed the veil of igno-
rance and to address the question of the region’s nuclearization more openly.
In an interview in January 1987, for example, Syrian President Hafez al-
Assad went so far as to admit, “Highly placed sources affirm that Israel
has the ability to manufacture and possess a nuclear bomb.” His reaction?
“Of course that prompts us to think in technical terms of confronting
such a threat” Inscrutable as ever, the longtime Syrian leader gave no fur-
ther details.

Assad also took care in that interview to stress that nuclear inferiority
need not force the Syrians to be deterred from any favored course of action.
He noted that the United States had been defeated in a protracted war
with nonnuclear Vietnam, and he remarked that “if Israel attacks Damascus
with a nuclear bomb, Israel itself will not be safe from the dangers.” He
also made the following refetence to the possibility that Syria might rely
on a Soviet counterdeterrent: “There are people in the world who could
not remain idle if the atomic bomb were used, not for our sake but for
their sake and for the sake of human life”” In an interview I conducted
with Assad’s defense minister, Mustafa Tlas, in the summer of 1987, Tlas
said that former Soviet premier Aleksei Kosygin had assured the Syrians
that if the Israelis were to use nuclear weapons against the Soviets’ friends,
the Soviets “would respond .11

Of course, it is only to be expected that deterrees are reluctant to admit
to the fact of their deterrence at the time. But can they at least be more
frank in retrospect (as Robert MacNamara has been with respect to the
Cuban missile crisis)? There is certainly one example of the Arabs appar-
ently zo# having been deterred from attacking Israel in an instance when
Israel already possessed a nuclear capability, even if it had not yet actually
assembled nuclear weapons. This was the October 1973 war.

In summer 1987 [ had the opportunity to discuss the Arab leaders’ cal-
culations during their planning for the 1973 offensive with a key Egyptian
participant, former information minister Mohamed Heikal. Heikal had
been a close confidant of each of the two successive Egyptian presidents
responsible for masterminding the 1973 attack, Gamal Abdel-Nasser and
Anwar Sadat. Against the background of a decade-long relationship of
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relative trust}2 I had no reason to think that Heikal was being anything
other than frank as we discussed the issue.

Heikal explained that, since the 1960s, Egypt’s leaders had always con-
sidered that there were two “big scenarios” for an Arab-Israeli confronta-
tion that would necessarily assume the proportions of a global conflict.
The first of these would be the direct intervention of the U.S. 6th Fleet;
the second would be any use of nuclear weapons. Should either of these
two contingencies occur, Nasser, according to Heikal, considered that “it
is no longer Egypt’s problem.” Heikal clearly implied thai President Sadat,
who succeeded Nasser midway through the planning for the 1973 offensive,
also used this same calculus!3 By implication, therefore, the Egyptian pos-
ture in 1973 — like the Syrian posture as stated by Assad in 1987 —was that
the Arab side hostile to Israel need not worry about Israel’s nuclear poten-
tial, because any local Israeli nuclear deterrent would be neutralized by
a (presumably nuclear) Soviet extended deterrent.

Israel’s Nuclear Deterrent: The Soviet and U.S. Dimensions

This picture, of an Istacli nuclear deterrent aimed at the Arabs being coun-
tered by a Soviet extended deterrent aimed at Israel, is not quite as simple
as it appears since —as both Arabs and Israclis seem well aware —the Soviets
have historically been reluctant to lock themselves into any firm commit-
ments to their Arab friends that might force them willy-nilly to the brink
of global nuclear war. For their part, the Israelis have sought to reinforce
Soviet reluctance by building up a capability that might pose a nuclear
counterthreat to the Soviet Union itself, enabling them to counter the
Soviet counterdeterrent.

This is the conclusion that emerges both from the work of one of the
most forthright of the pro-Israeli writers on this issue — Penn State polit-
ical science professor Robert Harkavy —and from evidence concerning the
hardware involved in Israel’s military procurement policy. Harkavy, a self-
avowed neoconservative and a staunch supporter of Israel, is someone whose
writings on the Israeli nuclear issue should be taken with great serious-
ness by liberals who like to exempt Israel from their expressions of con-
cern about the worldwide nuclear threat. Harkavy pays only slight lip ser-
vice to the customary “studied-ignorance” pose. In a book published in
1986 he acknowledged that “the prospect of post-Holocaust Jewry’s need
to resort to mass nuclear destruction is by its nature an emotion-laden,
raw subject,” and then proceeded with a full, frank (and quite terrifying)
discussion of the possible intentions of the Israeli nuclear program 4
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Harkavy has produced a list of 14 possible rationales for the Israel; pro-
gram that fall a good deal short of the “last-resort contingency.” This list
includes two possible rationales with an explicit Soviet dimension — as well
as some, which I will come to later, that have a clear USS,. dimension. One
of Harkavy’s Soviet-related rationales is for Israel to pose a nuclear counter
to a Soviet nuclear deterrent. By this logic, Israel would possess “a trian-
gular second-strike capability against Arab cities and the Soviet Union
to deter possible Soviet intentions to destroy Israel. . . . 715 Harkavy defines
the “triangular second-strike capability” as referring to “the capability by
Israel to ‘absorb’ a first nuclear strike from the Soviet Union, and to then
subsequently retain the capability to launch a nuclear tesponse against
one or more Arab states. . .. ”

When Harkavy is writing about non-Mideastern strategic issues he is
generally considered a careful, steady scholar. So is he totally off-the-wall
in his discussion of Israel-related nuclear issues? Some would argue that
he is. Michael MccGwire, the Brookings Institution’s specialist on Soviet
military affairs, finds the above-stated rationale quite bizarre. MccGwire
asks rhetorically, “What would ‘a first nuclear strike from the Soviet Union’
mean for Israel?” His answer: “Three nuclear missiles from the Soviet Union
could wipe out the whole of the country.’16

The other of Harkavy's Soviet-related rationales is that the Israeli nuclear
capability poses “a weak deterrent against Soviet involvement in a coz-
ventional war, even if that were only intended to forestall an Israeli march
on Damascus or Cairo.” This sounds broadly similar, of course, to NATO’s
rationale of threatening a nuclear counter to any Warsaw Pact utilization
of its formidable conventional forces. But this assumes a lot. Are the Israelis
to be allowed to march on Cairo or Damascus with tmpunity? Under present
circumstances the United States would likely rush to compete with the
Soviets to prevent at least the first of these contingencies. For his part,
MccGwire states flatly that in this situation, “Russia would not allow itself
to be deterred.” If the Israclis transmitted the deterrent threat to Moscow
in private, he explained, the Soviet Union would immediately either pub-
licize the threat or issue its own counterdeterrent threat.

The pertinent question, of course, is not whether Harkavy is off-the-
wall when he talks of the Israeli nuclear program deterring the Soviets,
but whether Israeli military planners actually think this way. If we look
at the kinds of nuclear-capable delivery vehicles Israel has been acquiring
and developing, some interesting conclusions emerge. Much of the equip-
ment Israel has acquired from the United States over the years is dual-
capable; it can carry either conventional or nuclear warheads. For example,
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the Lance missile and the F-4 fighter have long had a role in NATO’s nuclear
planning. The F-4 has a ferry range of “only” 2,300 miles, but in the years
since it acquired the F-4, Israel has also acquired F-15 and F-16 fighters.
The F-15 has a ferry range of 3,570 miles if used with conformal fuel tanks!?
In addition, the Israeli air force also deploys three in-flight refueling air-
craft that can at least double the range of a cortesponding number of air-
craft. The Israelis showed how effectively they can undertake in-flight
refueling when they bombed the Iraqi nuclear reactor in 1981 and the
Tunis headquarters of the PLO in late 1985. The idea of Israel being able
to deliver aircraft-carried nuclear bombs to targets deep inside the Soviet
Union is thus not as implausible as it might at first seem.

The range of the Lance surface-to-surface missile (SSM) is, at 110 kilo-
meters (just under 70 miles), far less than that of the F-4. But the Israelis
have worked hard to develop their own SSM, with a range far longer than
that of the Lance. In July 1987, International Defense Review reported
that two months eatlier Israel had successtully tested a Jericho-2 interme-
diate-range ballistic missile to a range of 510 miles. “The maximum range
is projected soon to be as much as 900 miles (1,450 km),” the journal con-
tinued, attributing this projection to “informed U.S. sources.”*® Such a
range would enable the Israeli missile to be launched from Israeli soil,
not only against a whole slew of Arab capitals—plus, possibly, even
Teheran —but also against targets in the southern Soviet Union.

A turther possible clue to Israeli intentions comes from reports con-
cerning the nuclear research and development venture that Israel has con-
ducted with South Africa. According to speculations in the London press
in 1984, this venture included efforts toward development of a nuclear-
powered submarine (everywhere the wotkhorse of a viable second-strike
capability) and a cruise missile with a potential range of over 900 miles.®

Additional pieces of raw evidence surfaced when Iranian students pieced
together the shredded CIA files they seized from the US. Embassy in
Teheran. Among the documents they published were the minutes of var-
ious meetings between Iranian and Israeli military leaders in 1977 and
1978, before the Iranian revolution, including discussions of the top-secret
collaboration on “Project Flower”— the project for testing and developing
the Jericho-2. According to these documents, the Israelis conducted a suc-
cessful test launch of “Flower” in July 1977. At other points in the minutes,
Israel’s then foreign minister Moshe Dayan asserts that “Flower,” with its
750-kilogram payload, would be nuclear-capable, and Israeli navy com-
mander Rear Admiral M. Barkai expresses his interest in “enhancing the
Flower project to enable it to be launched from submarines.’2°
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These strands of evidence, taken together, would seem to indicate that
for some years Israeli planners have been pursuing nuclear options that
go well beyond the immediate goal of “detetring hostile Arabs” And such
options do affect — whether intentionally or not — the security perceptions
of that nearby nuclear colossus, the Soviet Union. How have the Soviets
responded?

A review of some two dozen articles published or broadcast in the Soviet
media over the past four years on the topic of Israeli nuclearization indj-
cates that the clear tendency of Soviet analysts is to locate this issue fairly
and squarely within the scope of U.S. strategic planning.2! Thus, they min-
imize or ignore reports that would indicate any significant U.S. concern
that the Isracli program might be running out of control. Instead, they
portray successive U.S. administrations as essentially conniving in the transfer
of nuclear expertise and materials to Israel in an effort to build up Israel’s
nuclear arsenal as a supplement to their own.

One very explicit example of this view came in a commentary about
the July 1987 revelation of the Jericho-2 test that was broadcast by a Soviet
Hebrew-language radio station. “There appears to be a sound basis,” the
commentator said, “for the belief that the US. military establishment
has already begun to draw lines and arrows on the maps, indicating routes
from Istaeli launching sites to targets in our country.’?2 [n September 1987,
a commentator on the station argued that the problem with the Jericho-2
missiles “does not lie in the Israeli missiles themselves, but primarily in
the fact that Israel maintains a strategic pact with the United States and
consequently forms part of the U.S. potential, including that of nuclear
missiles. If the United States divests itself of its medium-range missiles
while Israel does not divest itself of its missiles, it is clear that the Soviet
Union will treat this Isracli potential as part of the U.S. strategic potential *23

For the Soviets, considering Israel’s nuclear potential as supplementary
to that of the United States would make it seem slightly worrisome but
not excessively so. What, after all, are 200 more nuclear warheads when
added to the 13,000 strategic warheads that the United States will still
possess, even after it dismantles its intermediate-range nuclear arsenal?
(Moreover, many U.S. warheads are already targeted for the southern Soviet
Union from the eastern Mediterranean and other maritime points south.)
Belittling Israel’s own interest in developing doomsday weapons presumably
also helps the Soviets fend off the inevitable counterdemands from their
Arab friends that they, too, be given access to nuclear technology.

There are thus strong incentives for the Soviets to sweep the whole issue
of Israeli nuclearization quietly under the carpet of bilateral superpower
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relations. But in the end, they are unable to do this. For just as in any
other instance of nuclear proliferation, one of their chief concerns stems
from the unpredictability of Israel’s nuclear potential. To Soviet strategists,
after all, the “Sarajevo syndrome” of a major war being sparked by an
unforeseen accident remains the most potent strategic nightmare. In
October 1985, Igor Belyayev touched a raw Soviet nerve when he wrote
in a major two-part article in Lizeraturnaya Gazeta that “Israel may launch
the nuclear weapons it possesses at any time.” His reaction to this unpredic-
tability was to issue a potent counterthreat: “It is not difficult,” he warned,
“to predict the destructive consequences, moreover the most destructive,
which are similar to a chain reaction.”?

Nor can Americans enjoy any complacency about that reaction being
limited to the Eurasian landmass, since Israeli nuclearization could drag
the United States itself over the nuclear threshold or, by upping the ante
with the Soviets, trigger the two superpowers’ Faustian pact of mutually
assured destruction. Israel’s nuclear capabilities also have a strong, more
generalized political effect on U.S. decision making.

Another of Robert Harkavy’s 14 rationales would have the Israeli nuclear
weapons program operating as ‘“a weapon of leverage against the United
States and possibly other Western states to ensure a continued supply of
conventional arms and a modicum of diplomatic support.”?s This rationale
relates directly to the classic doves’ dilemma described by Western strategists,
wherein a peace-loving Western regime is told by a Third World client
that unless the patron delivers more and more conventional arms, the client
might nuclearize. Thus, the patron is forced ever further to fuel the inter-
national arms race.

The situation between Israel and the United States, as even Harkavy
admits, has gone beyond that dilemma. For the threat implied by the
client in this case is no longer merely to develop nuclear weapons — since
most American policymakers admit in private that this stage has already
been passed — but, nowadays, to go even nearer the brink of nuclear use.
Do we have any examples of Israel using the threat of nuclear use to squeeze
weapons of other support from the United States?

One very clear example of Israel using nuclear blackmail against the
United States can be found in a January 1987 statement by Amos Rubin
soon after he was installed as economic adviser to Prime Minister Yitzhak
Shamir. In a dispatch from Jetsualem, the Christian Science Monitor
reported Rubin as saying, “If left to its own, [Israel] will have no choice
but to fall back on a riskier defense which will endanger itself and the
world at large.” Rubin explained that by “riskier defense” he meant nuclear
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defense. This, he concluded, was “another . . . reason why the U.S. should
continue to ease the burden Israel bears in fielding massive conventional
forces.”26

Another instance of possible Israeli nuclear blackmail of the United
States took place during the 1973 Arab-Israeli war. (This example is less
clear-cut than Rubin’s threat but potentially more relevant for analytical
purposes, since it took place in the midst of a real-life crisis.) According
to a Time magazine story published in April 1976, “Israel’s 13 [nuclear]
bombs . . . were hastily assembled” during the night of October 8-9, 1973
and later “sent to desert arsenals.”?’ That night was a significant one because
the Israelis had still failed to turn back the momentum of the Arab offensive
of two days before. Henry Kissinger was in the White House at the time,
as both national security adviser and secretary of state. How did he see
the situation?

In his memoirs, Kissinger makes no mention of having learned that
night about any Israeli nuclear preparations. (The Tinze article would later
report that the United States learned about the preparations through data
picked up by an SR-71 spy plane. But it did not say when this information
was recetved.) What Kissinger does report, however, is that at 1:45 in the
morning, Israeli Ambassador Simcha Dinitz woke him asking for an urgent
and extensive resupply of (conventional) weapons. “The unworthy thought
crossed my mind that perhaps the Israelis wanted to commit us to a schedule
of deliveries now,” Kissinger wrote, “before their probable victory removed
the urgency”?® So Washington’s most powerful foreign-policy aide
demurred, going back to sleep until Dinitz called again about an hour later.

At a face-to-face meeting convened eatly the next morning, Dinitz and
his defense attaché made their most serious pitch yet, according to Kis-
singer, and succeeded in persuading him to change his mind. How did
they achieve this? According to Kissinget’s record, it was by recounting
the enormity of the losses the Israeli forces had suffered in those first two
days of the war. “What Dinitz was reporting,” Kissinger wrote, “would
require a fundamental reassessment of strategy. Our entire diplomacy and
our resupply policy had been geared to a rapid Israeli victory. These assump-
tions were now overtaken.” But according to Kissinger’s record, at the end
of that meeting, “Dinitz asked to see me alone for five minutes’’2

Why should Dinitz insist on seeing Kissinger alone, since his staff aides
were already fully apprised of how dire Israel’s situation was? Was there
some message to convey that had greater import than the situation as already
reported? Kissinger’s account of what was conveyed sounds rather lame:
he says Dinitz took that opportunity to tell him that Prime Minister Golda






