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There has been little of real peace in the Middle East in decades.  Since the fragmentation of the Ottoman Empire during World War I, various groups and peoples have struggled for power, control of land and the few scarce resources in the region.  The discovery of oil compounded this struggle, as did the creation in 1948 of the state of Israel.  Israel was born out of war, and has fought wars throughout its existence in order to maintain the integrity of the state.  In the 1950s, then-Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion decided to explore the nuclear option in order to permanently guarantee the existence of the Jewish state.  Eventually, Israel developed an extensive nuclear stockpile, which it maintains to this day under a veil of secrecy and "opacity," the idea that there is no official acknowledgement of Israeli nuclear weapons, although it is  known that Israel has extensive capabilities and deterrence calculations are made along those lines.  Shifts in the regional security dynamic have called into question the need for an Israeli nuclear deterrent -- the fall of the Soviet Union, Israel's conventional military superiority, peace with some of Israel's neighbors, and a shift from external security threats to internal ones would all lend credence to the argument that Israel's nuclear deterrent is outdated.  However, threats of proliferation in the Middle East have prompted Israel to maintain its nuclear deterrent, although there have been recent debates in Israel over how such a deterrent should be maintained and the policy behind it.
  Given the various options available to Israel, the most likely choice in the near future will be a maintenance of an opaque, independent nuclear deterrent.


Israel's nuclear policy is tied directly to its history as a nation and the insecurity which has resulted from that history.  The period within which the Ben-Gurion government decided to pursue a nuclear deterrent was one within which Israel had no reliable international ally, threatened by the superpowers, and where its survival as a nation came into risk multiple times.  Israel saw the development of nuclear weapons as critical for its survival, given the international situation and the threats from its Arab neighbors.  History would prove vital in the formulation of Israeli nuclear policy, both in the decision to develop nuclear weapons and in the formulation of the policy of "opacity."


The 1950s were the decade within which the Israeli nuclear program was born.  The Suez crisis of 1956 demonstrated to Israel that it could not rely on any other nation.  Threatened by the Soviet Union with nuclear annihilation and incapable of trusting the Eisenhower administration with its security, Israel decided to pursue a nuclear deterrent.  This was not only the advent of Soviet involvement in the Arab-Israeli conflict, a factor which would impel Israeli nuclear development in order to offset the now even larger conventional differences.  It also demonstrated divergence between American and Israeli security policy, which would push Israel to reject American calls for nonproliferation.  Unable to rely on any nuclear power, Israel, like its partner at the time, France, set out on the development of an independent nuclear deterrent.  The French were compelled by the Suez crisis as well as a crisis of faith in American extended deterrence to accelerate their program, based on a belief that French national interests would not always coincide with American national interests - the cases of Indochina and Algeria fresh in the French mind.  Ben-Gurion concurred with this argument, and the lack of American emphasis on what were perceived to be dangerous pan-Arab tendencies fostered by Nasser
  pushed him to develop nuclear weapons.  Cohen argues that French aid in the form of the Dimona reactor was born out of the Franco-Israeli partnership at Suez, a period where France and Israel would find themselves with similar domestic political incentives and regional concerns.
   French aid, combined with American aid through the Atoms for Peace program, provided the infrastructure with which Israel was able to develop a nuclear arsenal in the 1950s.


By the 1960s, the Israelis were on the path to a nuclear arsenal, yet relations with the United States as well as other states led to the creation of the policy of "opacity" which has remained the cornerstone of Israeli nuclear doctrine to the present day.  Throughout the decade, the United States government was hostile to the concept of an Israeli nuclear arsenal.  Beginning with an article in the New York Times in 1960, there were calls in the US for Israeli disclosure of their nuclear program.
   This was a period within which the United States attempted to maintain its position as "honest broker" in the region, yet Soviet aid to the "frontline" states increased.  Egypt and Syria united in the United Arab Republic, increasing the feelings of encirclement present in Israel.  But the 1960s were most important because of the dynamic in Israeli-American relations with respect to the Bomb.  Cohen for one cites the early dynamic between President Kennedy and Ben Gurion as the seed for opacity as well as the American response to it.
   Kennedy had pushed for visits to the Dimona reactor, given the President's commitment to nuclear nonproliferation.  The US saw nonproliferation as a global concern, while Israel saw it linked to its immediate security.  Israeli Prime Minister Eshkol, for one, attempted to link Israel's security problems with nuclear development.
   While there were some discussions on security linkages as a method to offset the need for a nuclear deterrent, Kennedy decided against it because it would have destroyed any chance of improving relations with Egypt. as well as being seen as binding the US to Israeli positions on issues such as refugees.  Having decided against a positive security guarantee, Kennedy did not wish to link Dimona to Israeli security because it would demonstrate a failure for his nonproliferation policy.
   However, relations by the end of the Kennedy administration were far better than they had been under Eisenhower.  Under Johnson, Israel developed its nuclear program, and managed to stave off a fight over signing the Nonproliferation Treaty, which would have forced Israel to eliminate its nuclear weapons program.  However, the ability of Israel's military and political decision makers to avoid American pressure toward nonproliferation built it toward the policy of opacity which would become prevalent under Nixon and later.  The nuclear arsenal was complete, and therefore there was a shift to the study of nuclear weapons' use as strategy, rather than their development.  


From the 1950s, nuclear weapons had been seen as a weapon of last resort.  Part of this came from geography.  For example, a former Iraqi nuclear specialist claimed that "only three or four [nuclear] bombs" were necessary to eliminate Israel as a threat.
   Israel's borders being as small as they were before 1967 meant that Israel had no strategic depth to use in a conventional conflict.  Unlike, for example, the Soviet Union, which was able to trade space for time as far back as the Napoleonic Wars and more recently in the Second World War, Israel's geography meant that retreat became a question of national survival.  For example, Syrian armored divisions invading across the Golan in 1973 were hours away from Haifa, and within close range of heavily settled northern regions of Israel.  Nuclear weapons were therefore seen as a deterrent against conventional attack.  Ben Gurion wished to use nuclear weapons in "cumulative deterrence," that the Arab states would understand the impossibility of defeating Israel and come to a political understanding.
  The retention of nuclear weapons was thought to deter a conventional attack from those states whose forces and potential forces were far greater, and who enjoyed far better relations with the Soviet Union than Israel did with the United States - at least during the 1950s and 1960s.  


The development of a nuclear deterrent was prompted in part by the United States' refusal to back Israel during the Suez crisis and after.  Yet the Israeli bomb was not only designed to defend Israel in the case of conflict when the United States would not intervene on Israel's side.  Cohen notes that the development of an Israeli nuclear capacity was meant to "serve as insurance vis-a-vis the United States."
  The United States was unprepared to provide a "nuclear umbrella" over Israel, yet what the Israeli arsenal did was ensure that the US would keep Israel well-armed from a conventional perspective, so that Israel would not have to resort to its "ultimate weapon."
  This sort of "nuclear blackmail" would be critical in future relations between the United States and Israel, as Israel became more important in Cold War calculations versus the Soviet-backed Arab states.


The more important role of nuclear weapons in Israeli security calculations in the early years of the existence of a nuclear capability has been labeled the "Samson option."
   A true weapon of last resort, this would threaten destruction of massive areas in retaliation for a conventional invasion or an attack by a weapon of mass destruction.  In the early days of Israel's nuclear arsenal, this was a countervalue threat, as well as a tactical mission -- nuclear weapons could be used to blunt an attack or to destroy Arab cities.  This is in some ways a safety net -- the Israeli nuclear deterrent would exist without any other state, even in the case of a pan-Arab anti-Israeli coalition.  While anti-Israeli rhetoric has been described as naught but rhetoric, the ideal of Israel as a "Crusader state," a tool of imperialism which, like the crusader states of the 12th century will fall to Arab pressure in the end, has a great deal of resonance in the Arab world
 and was seen as a credible threat by many Israelis.  Part of this derived from the experience of so many Israelis who survived the Holocaust, an unwillingness to go ever again without being able to defend themselves.
  In addition, the overwhelming manpower of the Arab states which faced Israel from the 1940s to the 1970s, as well as their guaranteed supply by the Soviets placed Israel in a position where it had to threaten unacceptable damage in order to stop an attack which could very well be successful.  The preemptive strike of the Six-Day War did raise the confidence level of the Israeli military, yet at the same time,  this did not prevent the possibility of a strike which plagued Israeli decision makers.  Because no other state in the Middle East had nuclear weapons,
  this weapon of last resort was focused on preventing conventional attacks, although it also served as a deterrent against chemical and biological attacks as well as a prudent measure in case any Middle Eastern state developed nuclear weapons.


Since its inception, Israel denied the existence of a nuclear weapons program.  This idea of "opacity," a sense of official ambiguity where there is a lack of acknowledgement of nuclear capabilities, yet there is a recognition of their existence which influences the security dynamic.
    Opacity differs from ambiguity in that in ambiguity, there is real doubt as to nuclear capabilities, whereas with opacity, there is little doubt as to capabilities, except on an official level.  It is a situation in some ways unique to Israel, which at present is the only undeclared nuclear power in the world where it is certain that the state has nuclear weapons - the other states being the five declared "nuclear weapons states," India and Pakistan.  Opacity was both a strategic and a political decision.  From a strategic standpoint, all Israeli military and political decision makers agreed that Arab states in possession of nuclear weapons would be ruinous to Israeli security calculations.  Opacity removed the overt justification for proliferation in other Middle Eastern countries.  If Israel openly tested a nuclear device or declared itself to be a nuclear-weapons state, it would provide, like India in 1998, fuel to justify development of nuclear weapons by other states.  In addition, opacity served a political purpose, in maintaining Israeli-American relations.  The US would have been under a great deal of domestic and international pressure to reduce its aid to Israel if Israel had declared itself a nuclear weapons state.  The US would have been seen as hypocritical, pushing for nonproliferation except in the cases where it suited American interests.  As such, opacity served American interests as well as Israeli interests, in allowing the United States to maintain its support for Israel while still calling for global nonproliferation. 


The alternative in Israel to ambiguity, and later opacity, was overt nuclear deterrence.  While opacity served all the purposes detailed above, the lack of a declared nuclear capability made deterrence less credible.  Opacity was preferable to ambiguity, in that it was understood that Israel had both nuclear weapons and the political will to use them.  However, by not declaring a nuclear arsenal, there were concerns that conventional attacks would go undeterred.  The policy of opacity attempted to deal with this, from a strategic standpoint, by seeing deterrence as a spectrum, within which one end was an overt nuclear deterrent through declaration or testing and the other end a questionable nuclear capability.  Israeli strategic thinkers placed Israel's deterrent formula in the middle, with the means to demonstrate a capability readily available but not used except in case of supreme emergency.
  However, there were those who argued against the Israeli opacity policy.  Some argued for an overt deterrent because of the credibility ramifications.  Others in the military leadership did not wish to think of nuclear contingencies.  In their view, a need to rely on nuclear weapons would equal a failure on the part of the Israeli Defense Forces to defend the country, and they strove to make the need for nuclear weapons as minor as possible.
 


The one war fought after Israel had developed a substantial nuclear capability and the policy of opacity was the 1973 Yom Kippur War.  In this case the nuclear deterrent was unable to prevent war from breaking out, but some scholars have written that Israel's capacity for massive destruction limited war gains and made the war more possible to be won by the Israeli side.  However, Seymour Hersh argues that the limited war gains were based more on the myth of invincibility of the IDF, and that nuclear weapons were far more important in blackmailing the Nixon Administration into airlifting arms to Israel in order to maintain supply against Egyptian and Syrian forces being supplied by the Soviet Union.
  In any event, while the Israeli nuclear deterrent was present in 1973, its utility was questionable in terms of deterring a conventional attack.  However, it is also true that Israel has not suffered a conventional attack since 1973.


While history is critical in analyzing Israeli nuclear doctrine, the last twenty years have witnessed a striking set of changes in the power dynamic in the region, a shift which has forced Israel to reconsider its nuclear doctrine.  Shifts in the balance of military forces, in the international system, and in the capabilities of other neighboring states have changed the rationale for Israeli nuclear forces.  However, they have not eliminated the need for nuclear forces.


Since the 1973 war, Israel has enjoyed an overwhelming conventional superiority over its neighbors in the "frontline" states.  While a myth of invincibility descended upon the IDF after the Six-Day War, the Yom Kippur War showed that Israel could contain any conventional threat.
   In fact, Israeli conventional military policy is now to maintain a force structure which can defeat any combination of enemies facing it in the field.  However, this sort of conventional military infrastructure is costly, and supporters of the nuclear deterrent argue that it could serve to offset the cost of some of these conventional forces.  However, nuclear weapons cannot deal with the wide spectrum of security threats facing Israel, and Nashif argues that the maintenance of nuclear and conventional establishments negates the financial argument.
   In addition, the capabilities of the frontline states - Egypt and Syria - have decreased since 1973.  Regardless, Israel maintains a conventional superiority far and away greater than any other state in the region posing a conventional threat to the survival of the state.  Therefore, it is feasible that nuclear weapons are no longer necessary for the deterrence of conventional attacks.  Rather, Hersh's assertion on the 1973 war holds even more weight today, that Israel's conventional military acts as a deterrent without nuclear weapons, that it can inflict unacceptable damage on any opponent that threatens it.  From this comes Israel's preemption policy, which has been in place since before the 1967 war.  Not only has Israel built up its forces in order to maintain a conventional superiority over its neighbors, but it has used preemptive strikes in order to maintain that balance.  The attack upon the Egyptian air force in 1967 was a classic example of this pattern.  If any neighboring state developed a conventional capacity which was seen by Israeli decision makers as threatening, the 1967 example shows that Israel would destroy it in a preemptive strike as well as inflict other damages.  The concept of force buildup as a casus belli is not new, yet at the same time it is a very real threat in those states proximate to Israel.


The disappearance of the Soviet Union as a player in Middle Eastern politics has forced a shift in Israeli nuclear strategy.  Part of Israel's nuclear deterrent policy was aimed during the Cold War at the Soviet Union.  Before the development of the Jericho missile system, Israel had procured F-4 Phantoms from the United States, and one of their capabilities was a one-way trip from Israel to Moscow, in order to deliver a nuclear strike.  Later IRBM and ICBM developments were also aimed at the Soviet Union -- shorter range missiles were more than sufficient for the limited ranges present in the Middle East, given the proximate threats to Israel.  The desire for a striking capability against the Soviet Union dated back to Soviet threats against Israel during the Suez crisis, and threats of Soviet attack weighed heavily in Israeli security calculations.  In addition, Soviet support for the frontline states reinforced the need for an ultimate deterrent against a foe with inexhaustible reserves.  However, the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 changed this relationship.  Not only was the conventional threat to Israel lessened by the disappearance of Soviet support for Syria,
  among other countries, but also the direct threat to Israel from the Soviet Union disappeared.  However, these positive results were offset by a negative result.  During the 1970s and 1980s, Israel served as an American ally in the Middle East against the Soviet-supported Arab states.  Even when Egypt broke ranks with the USSR in the middle of 1972, the USSR maintained high levels of support for Syria, Libya, and Iraq, among other states.  However, when the Soviets removed their support for the Middle Eastern states, American policy shifted from unequivocal support for Israel against all sides to the position of "honest broker."  Part of this was spurred on by the Israeli-Egyptian Camp David Accords, and part was also brought on by the increased ties between the US and Arab states in the wake of the Persian Gulf War.  In any event, US and Israeli security calculations in the region, which had in general coincided during the 1970s and 1980s, could not be guaranteed to coincide with the end of the Cold War.  While the positive aspects of the end of the Cold War could be seen as reasons to eliminate the Israeli nuclear deterrent, the uncertainties in the Israeli-American relationship might prompt the maintenance of a nuclear deterrent.


Regional relations have shifted in the last twenty years for the better for Israel.  The key moment was the Israeli-Egyptian accord at Camp David, where Egypt recognized Israel as a nation, breaking ranks with the rest of the Arab world.  The symbolic and normative impact of this cannot be disregarded, given Egypt's position at the time as leader of the Arab world.  Heller notes that Camp David was "stimulated and sustained by conceptual transformations" on the part of both Egypt and Israel.
   In addition, Camp David demonstrated the possibility of the "land for peace" having a lasting impact.  Thanks to American intercession between the two sides, there was a marked lessening of tensions between the two states.  And as the Soviet Union disengaged from the Middle East, relative normalization of relations began between Israel and various Middle Eastern states.  Therefore, as the regional relationship has improved with most of the states in the area, it can be argued that Israel's nuclear arsenal is useless, if not counterproductive.  In fact, talks between Egypt and Israel on arms control have stalled on the nuclear issue, and Egypt has refused to sign the Chemical Weapons Convention, despite the improvements of ties with Israel, until Israel signs the Nonproliferation Treaty.  From this perspective, if the Egyptian case was an example of a rising trend in Arab-Israeli relations, nuclear weapons may become less and less needed, as long as the actual and perceived threats from neighboring states reduces.


Another change which has forced a reevaluation of Israel's nuclear arsenal has been a shift from external security threats to internal security threats given the rise of the Palestinian nationalist movement.  The Arab states paid lip service to the need for a Palestinian state since 1948, but the Arab-Israeli conflict centered around the Arab states and their relationship with Israel until 1967, with the annexation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip along with the Golan Heights and Sinai Peninsula after the Six-Day War.
   Terrorism remained a major problem throughout the 1970s; however, it was never the threat to the survival of the Israeli state that the armies of Egypt and Syria, among other states, posed.  This all changed in 1986 with the intifada.  Not only were external threats lessened by the mid-1980s, but the popular uprising throughout Israel created serious domestic turmoil as well as international outcries against Israel for human rights violations.  Movements such as Peace Now, formed after Sadat's visit to Jerusalem in 1977, gained in credibility, and more and more Israelis called for the establishment of a Palestinian state or at least some sort of accommodation for the Palestinian people.  In fact, at a 1989 gathering, scholars compared the actions of the IDF to the dehumanization which led to the Holocaust.
    The intifada and later struggles with the Palestinians to the present day have forced a reevaluation of the major threats to Israeli security.
   The external threats such as Egyptian and Syrian armed forces perched on the borders of Israel no longer exist, but there are conflicts from within that have been shown to be unsolvable by military force or by the existence of a nuclear deterrent.  Rioters in the West Bank will not be deterred by a nuclear weapon.  As Israel's security foci shift inward rather than outward, nuclear weapons become far less important as a means of maintaining a viable Israeli state.


While reliance on conventional weapons, shifts in the superpower relationship as well as in regional relations, and a shift from external security threats to internal security threats all weigh toward the elimination or reduction in an Israeli nuclear arsenal, the uncertainty of proliferation in the Middle East dictates that Israel maintain some sort of nuclear deterrence, either an opaque independent Israeli nuclear deterrent, a declared Israeli deterrent, or an extended deterrence from the United States.  While it would be ideal to create a nuclear weapons-free zone in the Middle East, the trend toward improving relations among the states has slacked, and states such as Iran and Iraq remain hostile toward Israel's existence as a state.  In addition, despite Israel's conventional superiority, the threat of an attack from weapons of mass destruction remains. 


No other state in the Middle East has a nuclear capacity as well-defined or as robust as Israel.  However, there is both a real threat of nuclear proliferation, and a more opaque threat of chemical and biological weaponry.  On the nuclear issue, the two major threats are Iraq and Iran.  The revelations spawned by UNSCOM detailed a weapons program far more developed than had been guessed by anyone, despite the Israeli destruction of the Osirak reactor in 1981.  While Iraq's program was said to be dismantled after the Persian Gulf War, Saddam Hussein has expressed desires to rebuild his nuclear program,
  and recent difficulties with the maintenance of international inspections have left the door open for the restoration of his covert program.
   Iran on the other hand has been somewhat more circumspect in its nuclear program, yet it too wishes to develop a nuclear arsenal, and has been pursuing a contract with Russia to construct a reactor in Bushehr.  There are two critical questions in the Iranian and Iraqi cases in determining whether or not they would require Israel to maintain its nuclear weapons using the doctrine of opacity still maintained.  Israel has maintained its nuclear arsenal as a prudent measure in case of potential proliferation to other countries, so as to maintain an advantage over any aggressor state.  The perceived intentions of Iran and Iraq to develop their programs would be enough to prompt Israel to maintain its nuclear arsenal.  In addition, both Iraq and Iran are signatories of the Nonproliferation Treaty, which requires them to maintain nuclear programs under safeguards.  The revelations after the Persian Gulf War of a covert Iraqi program not only discredit the Nonproliferation Treaty in the eyes of Israelis, but they also make any sort of protection under the aegis of a nuclear weapons-free zone far less acceptable.  The recent problems in the UN Security Council with the continuation of inspections in Iraq as well as Russian willingness to provide nuclear technology to Iran, in the eyes of Israeli policy makers, make it impossible for Israel to rely on international measures for its own nuclear security, and prompt the maintenance of a nuclear arsenal.  While it is true that American threats of nuclear retaliation against Iraq might have prevented a chemical strike on Israel, such a threat came in the midst of a war, and the reason for Iraqi nonuse of weapons of mass destruction is uncertain.
   Today, if Iraq had nuclear weapons, it could launch a surprise "decapitation" strike without American knowledge.  However, Iran and Iraq are important case studies in the relevance of opacity.  While an overt nuclear deterrent could prevent an Iranian or Iraqi attack, it would make proliferation far more likely.  An overt Israeli declaration of its nuclear arsenal would be seen as recourse by Iran and Iraq as recourse to resort to the "supreme national interest" clause of the Nonproliferation Treaty and withdraw from it.  Such an Israeli declaration could  also provoke states such as Russia and China into acquiescence with the withdrawal.  And while Israel has demonstrated its willingness to strike against those countries developing nuclear arsenals - the Osirak case - it would be impossible for Israel to continue striking Iranian and Iraqi installations without some sort of escalation of hostilities.  If Iran or Iraq decided to procure intact nuclear warheads from Russia, where command and control are problematic at best, it would be even harder to locate and destroy the entire arsenal of either state.  Israeli strategic thinkers doubt whether or not Iranian and Iraqi calculations about Israel are rational, thereby discrediting the deterrent calculus.  Therefore, any excuse to allow Iran and Iraq to develop nuclear programs would be unacceptable.


The question of other weapons of mass destruction in the Middle East is also important because there are many Middle Eastern states possessing chemical or biological weapons.  Iraq was a known chemical weapons state before the Persian Gulf War, having gassed Iranians in the Iran-Iraq War and Kurds within their own borders.  Egypt and Syria are currently non-signatories to the Chemical Weapons Convention, maintaining a policy somewhat akin to Israel's opaque nuclear policy.  In fact, Egypt has linked signature of the CWC to Israeli endorsement of the Nonproliferation Treaty.  Because of the ease of proliferation in chemical and biological weapons, many other states hold them than nuclear weapons.  However, while chemical and biological weapons are important in the regional security calculus, it is questionable whether or not they are equivalent to the Israeli nuclear arsenal.  Chemical and biological weapons may be deterred by an opaque nuclear arsenal, but the decision to utilize nuclear weapons would more than likely be made after an attack from chemical or biological weapons rather than as a first strike, where CBW warheads would be used in retaliation.  As such, chemical and biological proliferation have little effect on Israeli nuclear doctrine, although the doctrine of opacity allows the United States more flexibility in promoting chemical and biological weapons nonproliferation.


Given the history of the Israeli nuclear program and the changes to the Israeli security calculus in recent years, there have been calls for a reevaluation of Israeli nuclear policy.  In some ways, Israeli nuclear doctrine has shifted.  The Samson option has developed into a flexible, robust deterrent that can be used not only for warfighting as a last resort, but also against longer-range targets.  Israel has developed a triad, in the use of submarine-launched cruise missiles, fighter-bombers and land-based missiles.  And while the threat calculus has changed, there are still very real threats which call for some sort of deterrent posture.  However, Israel has three choices in its future deterrent posture:  the retention of an opaque nuclear deterrent; the movement from opacity to an overt nuclear deterrent, either within or without the NPT framework; and the elimination of an independent nuclear deterrent and reliance on either the international community or American extended deterrence.  Given the threats faced by Israel today, retention of opacity would be the best option available.


While neighboring Arab states would see Israeli disarmament as the ideal scenario, it is the least likely option to be pursued.  Not only are the presented threats enough to warrant some sort of nuclear presence in the region, but it is preferable for both the United States and Israel to maintain an Israeli nuclear deterrent.  If the United States offers extended deterrence to Israel, it loses the ability to act as an "honest broker" in the region, given Arab distrust of Israel.  It would be impossible for Arab states to deal with the United States if it adopted positive security assurances for Israel.  These security assurances would have to be public in order to be credible, and this would inflame public opinion throughout the Arab world.  In addition, Israeli national interests are not necessarily convergent with American interests in the Middle East.  For example, the United States treats nonproliferation as a priority in its national security strategy, but the Osirak reactor was far more threatening in Israeli eyes than it was to American policy makers.  With the end of the Cold War, this is far more true as the United States finds its the world's sole superpower.  Economic, strategic and domestic political factors have impelled the United States to take a foreign policy course in the Middle East which, while often aligned with Israel, is independent.  This is even more true given domestic unrest in Israel and the American role in peace negotiations between Israel and the Palestinian Authority.  With Israel as a declared American ally, the fears mentioned by Cohen in the Kennedy Administration would come true.
  The lack of an independent Israeli nuclear deterrent would also force Israel to bend to US pressure on various issues on pain of the loss of the security guarantee.  Such a relationship could be ruinous to both states, explaining the need for an independent Israeli deterrent despite American wishes for worldwide ratification of the NPT.


While Israel will maintain a nuclear capability, it has the option of remaining opaque, officially denying the possession of nuclear weapons; or it can become a declared nuclear state within or outside of the NPT.  There are particular advantages to declaration of a nuclear policy.  If the NPT was modified as recommended by McGeorge Bundy, Sidney Drell and William Crowe to include Israel, India and Pakistan as nuclear weapons states, it would remove a major stumbling block in Israeli-American relations.
   However, Shai Feldman notes that if Israel tested a nuclear weapon, under American law US military aid to and defense ties with Israel would have to be terminated.
   In addition, declaration of a nuclear weapons capacity, whether inside the NPT as a signatory or through a nuclear test or declaration, has been seen as buttressing Israeli deterrence vis a vis possible aggressors considering nuclear capabilities such as Iran and Iraq.  However, not only are deterrence calculations flawed given their basis on perception, but Iran and Iraq both perceive Israel to be a nuclear weapons state, and have conducted their policy on that basis.  Opacity maintains the deterrence benefits of an overt policy without the political and diplomatic ramifications.  Without an overt Israeli declaration of nuclear capabilities, states such as the United States can still argue against proliferation in the Middle East.  In addition, opacity has a legal advantage.  By not signing the Nonproliferation Treaty, Israel cannot be sanctioned under international law for its possession of nuclear weapons, yet all the Arab states are signatories and can be prosecuted under international law.  An overt declaration of Israeli nuclear capacity would be grounds for the "supreme national interest" clause of the NPT and, as mentioned earlier, allow Iran, Iraq, or another NPT signatory state in the area to leave the treaty and develop a nuclear capability without the legal justification for the United States or the international community to stop it.  The declaration of Israel as a nuclear weapons state would be an escalation of tensions in the area, more so outside the NPT than inside it, although either form could prompt Iran, Iraq, or other Arab states to withdraw from the Nonproliferation Treaty, thereby beginning a nuclear arms race in the region which could be ruinous to international security.  There would be no gains for Israel to declare itself a nuclear weapons state.  Unlike the development of nuclear weapons in states such as France, there were few normative considerations in their adoption.  Israel's decision to "go nuclear" was based less on conceptions of greatness in the international community than on security considerations and the inability to trust other states with what it considered to be vital national security interests -- the survival of the state paramount amongst them.  In comparing the French and Israeli cases, which commenced almost at the same time, while the start of the French case being before the 1956 Suez crisis would appear to affirm the importance of normative motivations for the French program
 , Israel still found itself surrounded and threatened by superior forces from 1948 on.  This focus on security rather than prestige is also an explanation why Israel would not necessarily bend to NPT norms, as Sagan cites in the Ukraine case.
   Gerald Steinberg argues that because of opacity, domestic politics are less of a factor in Israeli nuclear calculations, thereby reducing the importance of prestige as a factor in nuclear armament.
   Since there is no issue of prestige involved, there is no benefit in Israel declaring itself a nuclear weapons state.


Given Israel's current security predicament, it will maintain nuclear weapons under the same framework of opacity which has held since the 1970s.  There have been some small shifts, such as Shimon Peres' admission in 1998 that Israel maintained "nuclear weapons capabilities."
   However, the current policy of official non-acknowledgment has served well in the past, and serves well today.  The nuclear monopoly is currently maintained by Israel, and those threats which could be seen as being prompted by its nuclear arsenal will develop with or without Israel declaring its nuclear weapons.  Nuclear disarmament, on the other hand, is unacceptable given the current security framework.  In the future, if regional tensions could be reduced to the point where a nuclear weapons-free zone was credible in the eyes of all sides, such a reduction in tensions would be ideal.  However, at present, neither Israel nor its neighbors are prepared to make such a commitment -- Israel trusts not its neighbors and the reverse is true as well.  While the Israeli nuclear deterrent serves a different purpose from in the past, more focused on emerging proliferation threats rather than conventional threats from Arab armies, the maintenance of its existence is a guarantee of Israeli security in a country whose citizens have been sensitive to threats of destruction since before the creation of the state.  While Israel has changed since the development of nuclear weapons, the instability in the region which is foreseeable at least for the near future requires a nuclear deterrent prefaced on opacity -- the status quo.
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