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






